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DedicationIn loving tribute to Lily ‘Nana’ Horton, a great lady of incredible fortitude.

ProloguePyramidal in shape and mountainous in size, the lazily rotating station circled in a wide orbit a black sun blotting the purpled purity of interdimensional space. Specks of bluish light zipped across the inverted triangle, illuminating its featureless grey angles in scurrying flashes.
Inside, Brel floated crawlingly along a crowded tubular transport corridor, mumbling incoherently while consulting his ubiquitous notebook. The officious Greyling had a million and one things to do now that the boss had tacked on an extra chore. His lordship's annoying habit of piling on additional work at the last minute was incredibly taxing, but in this case welcomed for it would considerably lighten Brel's heavy workload.
'Overused and undervalued, that's what I am,’ the guardian alien grumbled, jostled by other similarly engaged stellar shepherds dressed in variedly coloured jumpsuits competing for garishness with his own scarlet attire. ‘Steward of a million galaxies and He won't grant me time off to get over my writer's block.'
Even after sixty million years of toil, Brel was still muddling his way through editing the first draft of the proposed holy book he had been roped into ghostwriting for the Creator. The stipulated religious blueprint for upcoming humanity, an ingeniously plotted theological guidebook, required an illusory beginning, a factual middle, finished off by an ambiguously worded ending. Talk about a literary minefield!
Caught up in his worries, Brel rounded a corner head down and collided with a hastening colleague. ‘Good heavens, will you look where you are going!’ he complained, rubbing his domed noggin. ‘As if I haven't got enough things on my plate, now I'm required to steer around others.'
'Forgive me, Senior Oversecretary Brel. I was instructed by Assignor Relb at the Ministry of Administrations to report to you.'
Glancing up, Brel's jade eyes glinted approvingly at seeing the cause of his collision. ‘Ah, Undersecretary Lerb. I was on my way to find you. You saved me the trouble, if not the pain. Float into my office will you.'
Lerb in tow, Brel turned off the bustling main thoroughfare into a shorter, quieter passageway, coasting to a halt before a metal X-shaped door. Clapping his hands, a wad of multihued key-cards linked by a silver chain materialised out of thin air.
Fishing through the pile, Brel selected a gold card and inserted it into a slot-lock in the door's centre, the portal noiselessly splitting crosswise left and right to grant them admittance. A snap of his fingers slipped the cards back into his personalised pocket of unsynchronised time and space utilised solely for Greyling storage, and Brel glided into the workroom.
Brel's office outwardly appeared as disorganised as its user, even though everything was arranged in systemic chaos that actually kept order. Stacks of paper, marked with diagonal alien typeface, columned the room from floor to ceiling along both sidewalls, extending from the doorway to stop at the foot of the outward sloping window wall decorated with the mural of the coldly blazing dark star inking the lavender space vista weirdly lacking pinpricks of starlight. Crammed between the stacked reams squatted Brel's cubed desk, cluttered by piled folders of paperwork pending his perusal.
Drifting over a barely visible floor composed of criss-crossed lighting strips, Brel manoeuvred above a sumptuously upholstered triangle chair and deactivated his anti-grav belt. Settling behind his desk, he indicated for Lerb to be seated opposite him in its plush twin.
Taking in the décor, Lerb caustically remarked as he lounged, ‘Love what you've done with the place, Senior Oversecretary. Your style of decorating redefines the concept of paperhanging walls.'
His thin mouth curling into a smile, Brel remarked, ‘I've always liked your cheek, Lerb. That sense of humour of yours is just as black as our sun.’ His gaze drifting upwards to a ceiling spotted with hexagonal clock faces, the mutely ticking hands of each timepiece pointing to differing galactic time zones, the supervisory Greyling frowned. ‘The Boss remains old-fashioned and a stickler for tradition. So long as He taps His forested garden worlds for lumber, we'll never progress into being a paperless society. Making headway on that score is out of my hands. But a decision that is mine to make concerns promoting you.'
Sitting alerter in his chair, Lerb gave his superior his undivided attention, his almond-eyed stare meeting Brel's appraising gaze. Garbed in the yellow-dyed jumpsuit denoting his difference in status from Brel's own redder daywear, the middling ranked bureaucrat appreciated the scarcity of promotion opportunities. Near immortals, job advancement amongst the universal caretakers came once in a Greyling lifetime.
'I'm all earholes, Brel.'
'That confidence is reflected in your service record. But never get cocky, kid. Arrogance leads to mistakes.’ Referring to his notebook database, Brel read aloud from Lerb's personnel file. ‘Field performance is exemplary. Your handling of that collapsed star in the Beta Quadrant was novel—lassoing a black hole and towing it to a quieter sector of space would not have occurred to me.'
'Your praise is most generous, Senior Oversecretary.'
'However, bookkeeping is unacceptably sloppy and needs working on. Lerb, reports are to be kept legible and handed in punctually. Efficiency is the key to running an orderly universe. What else do we have listed? Ah, yes. Extracurricular activities intrigue me. On your way up through the ranks you've moonlighted as curator of the Xenomorph Hologram Museum.'
'Holographing aliens fascinates me. I enjoy taking laser snapshots of otherworldly wildlife. Is that a problem?'
'That actually counts in your favour. I myself hate dealing with animals.’ Clearing a space on his junked tabletop to set down his notebook, Brel meditatively formed his hands into a steeple. ‘The Big Guy on High has mandated that I take an understudy. He's of the inclination that an assistant of mine will alleviate the pressures of my not inconsiderable fieldwork. The hours are lousy, there's no overtime pay, and the only day off you'll get is the statuary creation holiday.'
'I've worked Big Bang Day for the last five thousand years straight.'
'Careful, Lerb,’ Brel cautioned. ‘Overwork leads to stress.'
'I thrive on hard work.'
'Sucking up to me is unnecessary, kid. I've already decided to take you under my wing.'
'My thanks to you, Senior Oversecretary.'
'Don't thank me yet. With greater rank comes a rise in discretionary powers, and that brings inviolable ground rules to uphold. Up until this moment you've conducted field operations supervised, your handler acting as your safety net. Hereon in you'll be flying solo, with no fallback. Breaking any of the standard regulations will have severe career repercussions, not to mention invoking His wrath.'
'Does this mean Earth will be included on my rounds?'
'You're getting ahead of yourself, Lerb. That planet has long been the Head Honcho's pet project. True sentience has yet to be reborn there, but it's not far off and as such there's to be no meddling whatsoever. Earth is presently off limits even to me.
No Greylings at all are permitted in the sector of that galaxy unless the direst astral emergency crops up. El Supremo wants His recreation experiment to develop unhindered to the extent that He purposely keeps His omnipotence out of the area.'Getting back to the commandments. When in the field, specimen taking remains outlawed. We're in the janitorial business, not keepers of pets or plants. Visual recordings are permissible. The Big Guy enjoys looking at 3-D postcards but will not tolerate abductions or thievery. Dream implants have not come off the backburner since the asteroid incident. They are wildcards to be used sparingly and only when specifically authorised by upstairs. Needless to say, playing snooker with uninhabited worlds’ is frowned upon, as is any goofing off on company time. Which brings me to the next, most important rule of all. Time tinkering is a definite no-no and impossible anyway, what with His childproof locks in place.
'Now that my laying down of the law is dispensed with, let me offer my congratulations, Junior Oversecretary Lerb. Your probationary period will be half a million years, upon completion of which you'll be evaluated and your ranking either ratified or revoked based on your performance. Report to the dispatcher's office when you leave here to receive your new certification, then front up to the paymaster.'
Floating up off his chair, Brel glided around the desk and patted Lerb's head in the congratulatory manner of Greylings. Handshakes would be a peculiarly human custom. Resting his hand on Lerb's hairless scalp, he squeezed gently but meaningfully. ‘If you secretly harbour a god complex, lose it now. We enact His will, not impersonate Him. Or so I'm often reminded.'
Retaking his seat, Brel absently glanced over a memo from the Supreme Being outlining His idea that in the far-flung future Greylings should appear to human beings as—'What the hell is an angel?’ he put to Lerb. ‘Never mind. This is upper management dribble. Kid, my advice to you is to make the most of the opportunity you're being given. Believe you me, it does come only once in a great while.'
'I serve but the greater good and will exploit this chance to the fullest extent,’ responded Lerb, eagerly taking his leave of Brel.
Back in the hectic main corridor, crowded into faceless anonymity by his thronging brethren, Lerb indulged himself with a smirk of satisfaction. He had pulled off his promotion without a hitch. All those years spent tirelessly grooming himself for advancement, fostering his image as a dutiful, reliable servant finally paid off. Earth lay within his grasp and that do-gooder Brel was none the wiser to the larger machinations behind the scenes. God created the universe, but the Greylings managed—and by inference, manipulated—it.
Stopping at the nearest porthole to take in the view of the purple void invisibly adjoining normal space where his technologically sophisticated race had resided undetectable to Berranian and Tsor stellar explorers, Lerb watched the blue halos indicating travelling Greylings flitting outside the pyramid's slab-sided shell. Given time, after ingratiating himself further with Brel and winning the elder's trust enough to secure the custodianship of the Creator's precious blue planet, he too would be streaking through the cosmos on the back of a fast-as-light travel beam to the Sol System.
Lerb's smirk broadened into a maniacal grin. Earth would then shudder under his seminal touch like clay on a potter's wheel.
Chapter OneThe big cat roared mightily. Yowlar called again and his burly brother paced unhurriedly out of a thicket ten yards away on the right, his muzzle wrinkled in a silent grimace of threat. The boss of Sunning Rock Pride growled his approval and moved off, heading forward at a sedate walk. His sibling followed suit, matching the flat-footed leader stride for stride while strictly maintaining the distance between them.
Sabretooths were lion-sized; eleven feet long and weighing in at around 500 lbs, but modelling a stockier build than the maned African felids an ocean away. Sporting longer necks, a sloping lower back and a curious bobtail, these heavily muscled cats native to the North American continent looked ridiculously top heavy, yet exuded a sense of latent power despite possessing an outward gracelessness. Resplendent in dark ochre coats, chocolate brown spots-cum-stripes marking the legs and belly contrasted by vivid white underparts, they padded with the unbridled confidence that stemmed from an air of impunity. Fielding seven inch long stabbing canines and wicked retractile claws, they sat at the apex of the food pyramid and were virtually untouchable.
Leisurely making their way across Scrubland Domain, the pair purposely steered clear of the scrubby bushes dotting the brush-covered flatland. The giant cats normally relied on such scattered cover from which to ambush an unlucky shrub ox or stag-moose, but this humid afternoon on a spring day 13,000 years ago was different. Not interested in food or stealth, this was a blatant show of smilodon strength.
'Hoaru, how old do you reckon junior is?’ Yowlar asked his brother in a measured voice, eyeing up an interloping feline thirty or so yards up ahead.
'No more than three,’ judged the older cat, squinting at the smaller ruff of fur sprouting around the intruder's neck, compared to their own flaring collars. ‘Barely a cub out of the litter.’ Hoaru snarled eagerly and added, ‘Easy meat.'
'They get younger every breeding season,’ muttered Yowlar. He spat. ‘Let's teach him a lesson he'll not soon forget. Don't muck about, though. It'll be getting dark shortly and I'm hungry. We want to be off hunting soon.'
The twosome broke into a clumsy trot. Sabretooths moved with a shambling gait similar to a bear's and like those shaggy opportunists were wrestlers rather than runners.
Nervously pacing to and fro less than twenty yards from the approaching oldsters, the younger male stopped in his tracks. Following his instinctive urge to mate, he had been drawn in by the alluring scent given off by the local pride females announcing their readiness to accept advances from any amorous males in the area. Unfortunately, for the clan-less youngster that required him to oust the resident male in order to take over the harem. He warily eyed the oncoming defenders. They were no more than fifteen yards away and closing steadily. Baring his shorter fangs in a futile gesture of contempt, the nameless trespasser turned tail and bolted, making for the timberline signposting the relative safety of the woodland lying to the immediate north. The odds were stacked against him. He stood no chance fighting two adult males in their healthy prime. No naturally perfumed female, no matter how inviting, was worth dying for today. Maybe he would give it another try next year.
Yowlar and Hoaru loped after the retreating stranger for a few yards before abandoning the chase and coming to a halt. They preferred a short, fast pursuit to an extended run.
Joining his panting leader, Hoaru questioned Yowlar between breaths. ‘Was he one of yours, do you think?'
'I didn't recognise him. That's no surprise, though. I've lost track of how many cubs I have fathered.'
A jealous growl escaped Hoaru's throat.
'Don't be ungrateful,’ Yowlar chided his brother. ‘I give you my pick of the pride lovelies.'
'Your leftovers, don't you mean?'
Yowlar glanced sideways at his elder sibling and cuffed him about the ears with a meaty paw. He graciously kept his lethal claws retracted. ‘We may have loosely been littermates, Hoaru, but don't forget who's ranking Sabretooth around here. I'll tolerate no bellyaching from you or any other pride member.'
Hoaru instantly adopted a submissive posture, grovelling on his belly in a non-threatening manner and hissing obsequiously, ‘Forgive me, brother. I am, as ever, loyal to you.'
Yowlar detested brown-nosing, but his envious sibling needed putting back in his place every so often.
Technically, Hoaru was his half-brother. Their father, the dominant male of a neighbouring pride, had sired a litter each—some three years apart—from female cousins. Hoaru had been born to the first, the only male cub of a five strong pack. By the time Yowlar had been sired alongside his own two sisters and entered the communal care of the pride, Hoaru was already at that age where he faced eviction. Competition between males, in the pride especially, was fierce and a father did not tolerate even the presence of his maturing sons. Hoaru somehow managed to have avoided being driven out until late in his fourth year, meaning Yowlar had been granted the opportunity to form a brief bond with his elder brother. That family tie was rekindled a year later. Yowlar, chased off in turn by their belligerent father, wandered alone for some time before eventually bumping into Hoaru again on the boundless wilds of the Outer Range in the far north. From that moment on the bachelor pair were inseparable, teaming up to hunt game and fight off rivals, waiting until they grew enough in size and strength and confidence to jointly challenge the ruffed head of any pride they desired.
Ambitious and daring, Yowlar had coveted from the first the prestigious Sunning Rock Pride and the premium hunting grounds that such ownership commanded. With Hoaru's help he succeeded in killing the resident leader: a brute of a cat renowned for his ferocity, yet nonetheless outmatched by the cooperative brothers. Yowlar's slyness, complemented by Hoaru's muscle, made the siblings an unbeatable combination. Afterwards, they had systematically executed the cubs sired by the trounced clan leader, for the loser not only forfeited his life but those of his progeny as well. The vanquished were not afforded a genetic inheritance in the brutal survival game where only the strongest won the prize of fathering offspring. There had followed a bitter dispute between the badly scratched and bitten victors over who should preside over their hard won pride. Hoaru bore still the claw marks of the outcome of that vicious tussle on his scarred muzzle, where youth and wile had asserted seniority over age and strength.
Yowlar was perfectly aware how Hoaru long resented that disagreeable loss. Rather than banish him, Yowlar had given his brother a position of eminence as the second ranked male in the pride and fed him scraps of power to retain his fidelity. Sibling allegiance ran strong amongst the Sabretooths and Yowlar appreciated needing Hoaru's continued support to preserve his dominance.
'What ever became of him?’ Yowlar wondered aloud.
Hoaru gave a puzzled meow. ‘Who?'
'Our dear old dad.'
'It's not like you to be sentimental.'
'Just thinking out loud.'
'Don't bother yourself. He met with the same fate that befalls all pride leaders; he grew old and got deposed.’ There was a strange twinkle in the elder Sabretooth's eyes.
Yowlar was not sure what disturbed him more: the unappealing prospect of aging or Hoaru's anticipation at his own brother's inevitable downfall. The time had come to change topics. ‘He won't be back in a hurry.’ Yowlar referred to the retreating stranger, a catch of regret in his observation. He was in the mood for drawing blood.
'Not this season, but come next he'll be trying again and I'm betting he will not be on his own,’ Hoaru bleakly forecasted. ‘Trouble seldom travels alone.'
Yowlar drew his mouth back, baring his impressive teeth. Now eight and nearing the end of his second year of overlordship of the Sunning Rock Sabretooths, he remained in peak condition. The same could not be said for Hoaru, his tatty pelt stretched taut over a skinnier, underfed frame crisscrossed with battle scars. Males rarely lived beyond their twelfth year, due to the rigors of their harsh and demanding lifestyle. Bearing Hoaru's creeping agedness in mind, without his brother's invaluable aid to fend off encroachments by contenders Yowlar's tenure over his pride was going to wind up shaky at best.
'I feel like biting someone,’ he grumped. ‘Why don't we go find something to kill?'
Standing, Hoaru sullenly traipsed after Yowlar. Food was always a great comforter.
Yowlar padded through his territory, the rays from the late afternoon sun pulling the shadowy alter-images of flora and fauna alike into elongated parodies of leaf and flesh. Coolness seeped into the dank air in the form of a fanning breeze ruffling Yowlar's magnificent coat. He stopped periodically to mark the boundaries of his expanse with a spray of urine on a selected bush or rock, maintaining his presence by the sheer pungency of his scent in conjunction with the odd roar of proclamation. His range extended from the pride namesake that was Sunning Rock in the east, northward to the forested Hideaway Thicket as that conglomeration of dwindling cypresses and multiplying elderberry followed the undulating curve of the Sentry Hills into the western swampland of Marshy Green. Scrubland Domain itself angled northeast as a thirty-mile wide belt of flatland littered with the occasional boulder and a profusion of wild looking shrubs, its southern border demarcated by the sticky ooze of Blackmud Mire. It was to this preferred stalking ground that Yowlar headed, Hoaru dutifully in tow.
Blackmud Mire could be better described as a scavenging ground. The region was a collection of asphalt deposits, the recognisable tar pits of Rancho La Brea sited in what is presently modern day Los Angeles. But for now it remained a wilderness and death trap for the incautious and inexperienced. Animals were lured here by thirst. No sooner had they begun to wade into and drink from the shallow pools of freshwater scattered about did they discover the treacherous tarry bottoms of said watering holes. Caught in the unforgiving grip of the clinging, oily fluid seeping up from deep belowground, the weight and struggles of each victim sealed its doom as the black morass sucked flesh and bone down to be horribly smothered. That grisly end usually never eventuated for the bigger herbivores. Predators, lured to the tar pits by the prospect of an easy meal, preyed on the trapped beasts before the meaty buffets were pulled down into the black quagmire. Wolf and coyote, eagle and condor, all vied for their share of the pickings, many falling victim to the unfussy tar traps. This was takeaways Late Pleistocene style!
The Sabretooths were no exception. Yowlar surveyed the dingy landscape, lifting a paw in disgust. The ground underfoot nearer the tar pits was turning spongy, changing from the stunted grass of the plain into patches of bare muddy earth interspersed with pockets of inky stickiness, where wells of tar bubbled to the surface from underground reservoirs. A strident baying sounded in the near distance and Yowlar pricked his ears. After a moment of carefully listening to those howls and a following chorus of excited yelping, he signalled to Hoaru and they split up. Staying on the edge of the tar pits while his brother ranged downwind across the scrubland, Yowlar slinked with the inbred quiet of the hunter, noiselessly honing in on the calls of a jubilant wolf pack. A baleful trumpeting dead ahead confirmed the big cat's suspicions as he swung inwards over the threshold of Blackmud Mire.
A cow mastodon slumped bogged down in the deadly ooze, sinking steadily as her five-ton body inexorably dragged her towards oblivion. She was already submerged up to her belly, the shaggy red-brown guard hairs of her lower extremities matted by the sticky blackness. The doomed prehistoric elephant, her trunk flaying about, was wild-eyed and panicky, struggling in vain to lift her trapped legs free of the engulfing tar. A quartet of short-legged Dire Wolves circled her, impatiently waiting for her death throes to quieten enough for them to safely move in and strip the flesh from her exposed back—to eat her alive! They bayed again in expectation, their haunting cries accompanied by the plaintive yelps of a pair of hungry coyotes hovering nearby.
Sniffing the patent odour of cat, the lead wolf—a flinty-eyed male with a broad head and massive teeth designed for cracking bones—stopped circling to stare at Yowlar with unafraid frankness. What do you want here, pussycat?’ he said in an intimidating snarl.
'You're trespassing on my turf, fido.'
The canid curled his lips back in an ugly sneer. ‘The Mire has always been common ground. It was never the sole province of you bloodsuckers.'
The black-backed wolf had him there. Yowlar nonetheless pressed the issue. ‘I'm hungry and in the mood for Tusker meat.'
'Then you had better go and track down one for yourself.'
'The cow behind you looks tasty enough.’ The arrogant Sabretooth deliberately made a show of casually sitting down. ‘If I'm feeling generous, I may even leave her bones for you.'
The wolf snickered. ‘You are full of it, flatfoot. I am many, you are just one. I don't see your mangy pride backing you up.'
Yowlar flattened his ears. This flea-bitten cur was infuriatingly right again. At half his size and a fifth of his bulk, a lone wolf was no match for the strapping pride leader. However, multiplied by a factor of four and it was Yowlar out-muscled. There was indeed strength in numbers.
The Sabretooth nonchalantly got up, turned his back on the sniggering wolf pack and sauntered back the way he had come, hissing under his breath, ‘I hate dogs.'
Stopping on the verge of the Domain, he distastefully licked at his tarred paws. Yowlar disliked tar almost as much as wolves. It was a fruitless cleanup, for the thick, black liquid stuck maddeningly to his fur and tongue, making him gag. He gave up and continued back on to the plain. Llama abounded on the flatland in small family groups, cropping grass or browsing the many shrubs. Unnerved by Yowlar's blatant presence, the pockets of flighty, unfussy eaters scattered at his approach, sensing that the cat was on the prowl for a meal. Justified as that prudence was the lissom herbivores had no need to fear. Yowlar hankered for Tusker meat.
Specialised big game hunters, the Sabretooths were feeling the unpleasant effects of a steady downsizing in the regional elephants. Mastodons stayed plentiful and would remain so for a further 3,000 years, but were half-sized shadows of their hairless cousins. Huger mammoths grandly bearing fifteen foot long spiralled tusks lumbered sedately across this same landscape in rapidly declining numbers. Natural selection was working against the titan Tuskers; in only half a century they would be relegated to remembrance. Preferring bigger cuts of meat, the dominant cats lamented that the elephantine pickings had slimmed increasingly into hairy offerings. But beggars cannot be choosers.
Yowlar had not padded far when Hoaru came loping up to him from out of a thicket on silent paws.
'Where were you?’ the pride leader mewed, swiping at his brother, who ducked out of the way of the clawed rebuke. ‘I was just humiliated by a bunch of wretched Howlers.'
'I was busy,’ Hoaru growled back. ‘You said you were hungry. I found you a treat.'
'There's a female Tusker stuck in Blackmud back over there,’ Yowlar shared. ‘Between the two of us we should be able to drive those insolent dogs away to get at her.'
'I've located an easy meal that'll avoid the risk of getting caught in that muck ourselves.'
'What could be easier than feasting on a trapped Tusker?'
'Her wandering calf ... at least I assume the hairy little beggar belongs to her.'
Yowlar opened his jaws in a feline approximation of a grin. ‘Brother, you have redeemed yourself. Whereabouts is this tender snack?'
'Back out on the Domain a ways.'
'Show me.’ Promptly forgetting about the smart-mouthed wolf and his posse, Yowlar followed Hoaru's lead and stealthily went from thicket to thicket, making masterful use of the concealing groundcover. When Hoaru dropped onto his belly and crawled behind a particularly large clump of brush, he did likewise.
'Your snack's about a Shaggyhump length beyond this bush,’ his brother quietly informed him.
'You know the routine,’ Hoaru suppressed a growl of displeasure and slinked away upwind. Why did he always have to do the legwork for his lazy sibling?
Inching forward, Yowlar risked a peep through gaps in the shrub's waxy leaves. The ‘baby’ mastodon was half as big again as an adult Sabretooth. She was standing vulnerably out in the open, rumbling comfortingly to herself. Separated from her mother and herd, the lonely infant cow was already dead. Yowlar idly wondered why the wolves had not brought her down, but wasted no more thought on the matter. Their oversight was soon to be his gain. Staying low, he crawled on all fours to the extreme right of the unsuspecting elephant.
Lifting her trunk to test the westerly breeze, the young Tusker trumpeted in alarm. Hoaru had done his job and purposefully given away his scent, panicking the prey. Instinct took over. Wheeling to her left she charged away from the frightening stench of cat, her fan-like ears flapping madly, her tail upraised from fear.
Yowlar broke from cover to come at her in a fury of fangs and fur, pouncing from his place of hiding up onto the juvenile's back as she rushed past the thicket. Alarmed, the cow spun about and by chance bucked off her attacker. The flung Sabretooth landed adeptly on his feet and instantly rushed back at the plucky youngster. Rearing up on his hind legs, Yowlar gripped the small Tusker's rump with his forepaws. Digging his extended claws through the coarse hair deep into her hide, the great cat flexed his muscles and brought his considerable strength to bear, planting his back paws firmly on the ground and leaning back with all his might. The terrified calf resisted but, gradually pulled off balance by the move, toppled over onto her side.
Her brief fight for life was at an end. Slavering, Yowlar straddled the prone mastodon. Jaws gaping wide, he arched his neck and plunged his outsized canine teeth into the calf's heaving belly, puncturing the tough skin. Closing his mouth, the Sabretooth braced himself before jerking his head upwards, neatly eviscerating his victim. She squealed and convulsed from being ripped apart alive.
Hoaru padded up to the kill to sit watching his brother skilfully disembowel the downed elephant. Her shrill cries were fading, her feeble struggles subsiding. Yowlar took an inordinate pleasure in killing. Bringing down game meant more to him than simply capturing food. He derived perverse enjoyment from exercising the fundamental clout of nature. To kill meant dispensing ultimate power. Domination was that basic.
Finished gutting the hapless calf, Yowlar began to avidly feed on the innards spilling from her torn abdomen, mindful to treat his specialised stabbing teeth with care while he fed. In a quirky paradox of nature, the frightening canines capable of shearing through muscle and sinew were fragile weapons that could twist and break if scraped against bone. They also hampered eating, meaning that Sabretooths could only enjoy the boneless cuts of prey meat. Their horrid wastefulness did prove beneficial for the many scavengers forming Mother Nature's invaluable cleanup crews.
Hoaru yawned and lay down with his head between his paws. He would not be allowed his meagre portion of the carcass until his brotherly leader had eaten his fill. Such was Hoaru's unhappy lot in life: always the pride's mate, never the pride.
The sun was beginning to set by the time Yowlar rose and moseyed away from his half-eaten kill, his belly swollen from his gluttony. He barely acknowledged Hoaru skulking past him to scavenge the remains. Ambling beneath a stunningly red sky festooned with mauve clouds, Yowlar prudently gave a family of skunks a wide berth as they meandered single file across his path toward Hideaway Thicket. Not even the stupidest Sabretooth hassled a smelly Stripeback. He came upon his pride in the dusky light of early evening six miles west of Sunning Rock. The fifteen smaller females, lounging about after dining on a pronghorn kill, greeted their returning leader with a round of affectionate head-butts. Yowlar ignored the general hellos from his harem and made unerringly for one particular individual.
Miorr was his unmitigated favourite. She was by no means the ruler of the roost in the ordered female hierarchy, nor could she be considered genteel or servile. But that was her attraction. Miorr did not fawn over Yowlar like some lovesick bison calf. She did in fact abhor the attention he continually showed her. Yowlar got the impression that the surly queen despised her existence in a set-up where the females did the lion's share of the hunting, protecting and rearing of the cubs. Miorr's bitterness served only to encourage Yowlar's unwelcome interest in her, heightening his craving to dominate.
Tonight Miorr was feeling oddly friendly and, after meeting Yowlar with the ritual head-butt, began grooming him. He put it down to her having come into oestrus. Licking his bloodstained muzzle with her rough tongue, she tasted a delicacy. ‘Mmm, fresh Tusker, if I'm not mistaken.'
'A small one,’ Yowlar cagily admitted.
'Did you leave any for me?’ Miorr purred hopefully.
'Hoaru's eating up the dregs now.'
She pulled away. ‘You pig.'
That was more like the old Miorr. ‘The baby Tusker did in fact squeal like a Grunter when I stabbed her with my fangs,’ Yowlar heartlessly noted. Pig-like peccaries abounded in the open woods adjoining Scrubland Domain and when caught made a horrendous squealing sound while being butchered.
The nonplussed pride leader sat on his haunches and said conversationally, ‘We chased off another young male this afternoon.'
'Was he one of ours?’ Miorr eagerly enquired.
'Funny that ... Hoaru asked me the self same question.'
'And?'
'And what?'
'Was he a cub of ours?'
'That's hard to tell, Miorr, since we didn't really have the opportunity to get acquainted. For some reason he just took off like a scared jackrabbit. Maybe he didn't like the way Hoaru smelt.'
'Yowlar, you are such a beast.'
'Flattery will get you everywhere,’ he lustfully responded, coming to his feet. Miorr was exuding the irresistible odour of sexual receptiveness he found so aphrodisiacal. She deliberately turned her backside away from him. ‘Don't be a tease,’ Yowlar said, playfully swatting her flicking ears.
'I miss my cubs.'
'I'll father you a new litter,’ he ardently suggested, sidling up to her.
'Why do you always have to run them off? My cubs are the only joy I have.'
Yowlar sighed, his mood being dampened by Miorr's melancholy. ‘It is our way. I won't brook having potential usurpers living right under my paws. I was chucked out by my hard-nosed sire at a young age and had to go steal my own pride. Let my sons do the same or be killed trying.'
'They're just babies.'
'You get far too attached to them, Miorr. They'd sooner claw you than put up with your incessant mothering after they've reached their second season.'
'Better that than your loveless attentions,’ she snarled.
'Speaking off which,’ Yowlar growled enthusiastically. Without further ado the big male climbed atop Miorr and roughly grabbed the scruff of her neck in his jaws. She flinched as he forcibly copulated with her. This was the beginning of a long and tiring mating session. Sabretooths coupled every thirty minutes on and off for several days on end, seldom eating during that intense period of procreation. Luckily for Yowlar he had just filled up on red Tusker meat and Hoaru could mind the shop while he was otherwise engaged.
With a profound sense of relief Miorr felt Yowlar's overbearing weight slide off her back. She lunged at him savagely, growling ferociously. He retreated, laughing cruelly.
'You're wishing me dead right now,’ he shrewdly surmised.
'Wishes sometimes come true,’ Miorr warned.
Recalling Hoaru's grim prediction concerning the unavoidability of a pride leader's future, Yowlar said, ‘You'll get your wish one day, when I'm too feeble to fight off a younger challenger. But by then you will be too old to enjoy your small victory.'
Miorr mewled unhappily. She was ten and theoretically Yowlar had the potential to rule the pride for at least two more years, four at the most. Miorr could live for another six, meaning that she would be spending almost half her adult life under Yowlar's contemptible dominion.
'Your freedom's going to be short-lived anyway because once I'm gone another male will take my place,’ concluded Yowlar. ‘Better the devil you know then.'
Feeling exceptionally virile, he remounted Miorr and bit down on the nape of the complaining Sabretooth female. In Yowlar's life there was such a thing as a free ride.


Chapter Two'I'm hungry for new meat,’ Yowlar decided. ‘We hunt Fleetfoots.'
'Shouldn't that be Fleetfeet?'
The Sunning Rock pride leader snarled displeasingly at Hoaru for correcting his grammar. Yowlar was the brains of his outfit, his brother the brawn. The status quo did not need changing.
Unexcited by the prey choice, Hoaru whined, ‘It's dangerous hunting that area in springtime, or anytime for that matter.'
'Claws or jaws, brother.'
'What?'
'Do you want to be disciplined for your insolence with a bite or swipe?'
Mewling sullenly, Hoaru bared his throat submissively. Yowlar nipped his brother's cheek, purposely drawing only a token amount of blood to remind him that punishment was solely at Yowlar's discretion.
Leading off, Yowlar steered his rebuked sibling across the shrubby expanse of his domain, approaching the forested fastness of Hideaway Thicket from the southwest. Bald cypresses favoured the swampland muddying the western soil of the wood, graduating into scrub oaks farther eastward as the earth dried out. Behind the padding Sabretooths a flock of miniature Honkers splashed down noisily on the reed-lined pond separating the local marsh from the tar pits. From his perch in the branches of a sycamore an eagle-eyed Raptor observed the waterfowl alight, patiently watching for the weak and unwary. Hunters were not confined to the ground.
Overcast as the morning sky was, the unfolding day broke stiflingly muggy, an indication of the sultry summer just around the corner. Yowlar looked forward to the shady coolness of the forest. Detecting a mob of Lumpbacks browsing unafraid on bushes in the distance, the cat's hungry growl of interest emanated from his stomach, not his mouth. His afternoon would pass that much more pleasantly with a satisfied belly full of warming meat. But camel was not on the menu and Yowlar did not deviate from his course.
Feeling unusually chatty, Hoaru struck up an odd conversation with his younger brother. ‘Do you ever tire of group life?’ he asked, brazenly pacing alongside the higher ranked male. A hissy snarl from Yowlar persuaded him to drop respectfully behind.
'Pride and Sabretooths go paw in paw. They are indivisible,’ remarked Yowlar. ‘What makes you ask such a daft question?'
'Other cats hunt alone.'
'And look how they struggle to survive. There is security in numbers, Hoaru. Disgusted as it makes me to admit it, even the Howlers appreciate that fact. Whether you're running with a pack or a pride, having others around you lessens the hardships. The odds are more in your favour when you aren't on your own.'
Precisely at that moment, as if to emphasise Yowlar's point, a black-winged spectre swooped from out of the murky skies, cruelly taloned feet extended not in landing but attack. Startled by the descending shadow of doom, a grazing jackrabbit bolted away down the grassy flat, instinctively zigzagging as it fled. But it was not the impetus for the bird strike.
The plummeting Deathwing dived feet first into a straggly shrub where a juvenile lynx had been intently marking the hare for its next meal, heedless of the danger to itself. Instead the eater would ironically become the eaten. Thirty pounds of ravening teratorn slammed into the smaller feline, scattering leaves and fur as those wicked talons closed about the cat, crushing the life from it. Beating its immense wings in a rancid rush of air, the huge predatory condor look-alike lifted its twitching prey out of the feeble cover and settled on the grass to feed.
Standing tall at two and a half feet, the Deathwing had the unsavoury appearance of an enormous vulture painted glossy black, the shade of death. Its wrinkly, pink-skinned neck was glaringly featherless for reaching into the bowels of its larger victims unimpeded. Not simply a weak-footed scavenger of carrion, this aggressive bird possessed the ferocious equipment and temperament of an eagle housed in a frighteningly larger package. An indiscriminate killer, it preyed even upon the cubs of fellow hunters.
Perched upon its meal, the Deathwing started tearing strips of flesh from the pathetic carcass, expertly using its viciously hooked beak to carve up the unlucky lynx. A grotesque, fleshy caruncle crowned its naked head, looking like a displaced brain that wobbled uglily each time the feeding bird jerked its rendering bill. Every so often the avian devourer paused to regard the pair of stopped Sabretooths with a detached look, registering their presence in its inexpressive eyes, unperturbed by the nearness of the big cats. It would promptly take flight, carrying the slain lynx aloft, if the Sabretooths took exception to its meal making.
Sickened by the show, Hoaru commented first. ‘A bird eating cat isn't natural, Yowlar. It's not right.'
His brother agreed, growling menacingly at the teratorn. Superficially similar to its bigger kin, the flaccid lynx had the unsettling look of a junior Sabretooth corpse undergoing dissection.
Swallowing another morsel of cat food into its distending crop, the Deathwing deigned to acknowledge the disgusted Sabretooths. ‘Kitty wondering why I no went for running rabbit?’ Cackling chillingly, it croaked, ‘Skip entrée, go for main course.'
'We'll not stay around for dessert,’ Yowlar spat, resuming his jaunt to the forest. ‘Our turn to hunt, Hoaru. Maybe we'll catch ourselves a turkey. All birds are meant to taste like prairie chicken.'
Squawking after its departing audience, the Deathwing taunted, ‘Hatching season soon for kitties. Look forward to I feasting on chicks.'
Once out of earshot, Yowlar explained to Hoaru in a grieved mutter, ‘That's why we cats must stick together. There's definite safety to be had in numbers. Alone we are weak. Together we're unstoppable.'
Thinking otherwise, Hoaru smartly kept to himself his contrary feeling that strength alone belonged to an individual.
Entering the thicketed woodland, the brotherly cats pushed through groundcover of elder shrubs and raspberry bushes, detouring around pricklier thistle patches. The staccato hammering of a drilling woodpecker echoed eerily in the vanguard silence clearing the games trails ahead of the prowling Sabretooths. Sensing the felines hunger, the denizens of Hideaway Thicket intuitively fled. Spying a plump and tasty tapir hurriedly worming deeper into the underbrush of white-flowered elders, Hoaru licked his chops wistfully. Yowlar dictated whatever leftovers his brother ate.
The forest floor steepened as Yowlar headed them upstream along the banks of a gurgling creek, the quietly panting cats wending their way through aromatic cedar groves. Progressing into a stand of sycamore, airborne seeds twirled away from the parent trees, whirring like woody insects on the wings of leafy vanes before spiralling to the ground to take root. Bird song filtered down from the treetops as twittering robins and sweetly melodic scrub jays gaily proclaimed they were in no danger from the earthbound cats.
The ground grew steeper, the brushwood thicker, and the going tougher before the break in the outlying Sentry Hills visible from the gradually thinning trees showed the Sabretooths their destination was near. Glancing sternly back at Hoaru, his fiery, amber-eyed gaze calling for silence, Yowlar crept belly down to the brink of a grassy clearing dotted with boulders, and salivated. A cleft in the line of foothills hemming in the northern extreme of the wooded expanse of the Sabretooth range opened on to the vast prairie, granting the plains dwellers access to Hideaway Thicket. Notably the horses.
A typically small herd comprising the resident stallion and his harem of seven mares with five accompanying foals cropped the luxuriant grasses greening the glade. The homeland of the ancestral equines, North America would continue parenting horses for a further two millennium before natural biological forces selected the species for extinction. Elsewhere in the world wild horses would survive and be domesticated on the steppes of Asiatic Russia. But today the fate of one individual in this particular group rested entirely in Sabretooth paws.
Instructing Hoaru to make the kill, Yowlar said in a low hiss, ‘I'll stand watch for Takers.'
Skulking away to the right, for once Hoaru gladly enacted his brother's will. Visiting this region of Hideaway Thicket outside the winter months was risky. Sabretooths feared no animal alive, but there prowled one creature to which they assigned a healthy dose of respect. And the foothills was its favourite haunt.
Pushing that concern to the back of his mind, Hoaru concentrated on the task before him and crouched watchfully, sifting through his choice of targets. The stallion was immediately discounted due to his viciousness, as were the overprotective mares shepherding colts and fillies: a defensive Fleetfoot rearing with front legs flailing or delivering a well-aimed back kick could inflict bruising internal injuries, while a non-lethal horse bite was no less painful. Hoaru ruled out the yearlings for being too fleet of foot and not providing an adequate amount of meat for both him and Yowlar. That left a choice between the two mares that had not foaled grazing in the lee of a slanting rock outcrop. Making his selection, Hoaru resumed crawling downwind of the unsuspecting horses, soundlessly circling east of them.
Yowlar approved his older brother's strategy, silently egging him on to complete the hunt successfully and quickly. His craving for horsemeat was consuming his senses.
Horses in this day and age were wilder and more zebra in appearance than their modern, domestically bred counterparts. Coloured an unimaginative brown, ebony stripes boldly patterned the mulish head, neck and forequarters, receding into pale mottlings on the back and hindquarters, ending in vestigial striping on the slender legs. Bodily comparable in size and weight to wild donkeys, the Fleetfoot bore a mane equally erect and brushy. Uncommonly nervous animals, the stallions particularly were subject to incomprehensible temper tantrums, galloping madly about and biting willy-nilly at friend or foe.
A sharp bray of warning from the guardian steed abruptly ruined the element of surprise for Hoaru. Responding to the alarm call, the mares neighed shrilly and trotted for the defile, the bouncy foals scrabbling to keep up. Hoaru erupted from cover, launching himself at the mare he had been targeting. Heavily pregnant and due to foal any day, she was critically slower off the mark than her sisters. But horses were born runners, moreso when panicked, and she outdistanced the charging cat by a hair's breadth, beating hoofs churning up the turf and hurling clods of earth into the charging Sabretooth's slobbering muzzle.
Undaunted by his initial failure, Hoaru tenaciously gave chase, abandoning the grass and bounding over the scattering of rocks that quickly proved the mare's undoing. Weaving through the hindering maze of boulders meant she was unable to reach a full gallop, crucially allowing the striving Sabretooth time to catch her up and draw level. Poised to spring on to her back, Hoaru again altered his fluid game plan accordingly when her foreleg knocked sharply against a rock, causing the cantering mare to break gait and falter. Capitalising on her stumble Hoaru rushed in, hooking her about the neck with his clawed paws. He violently twisted the squealing mare to the ground, slashing at her throat with his canines. Pinning her squirming mass beneath his own panting body, Hoaru waited for the stricken horse to bleed out from her severed neck arteries. Each geyser of redness that spurted airwards marked another measure of the mare's ebbing life-spirit evaporating until nothing but her fleshy vessel remained.
Not shy about coming forward, Yowlar emerged from the forest and claimed first dibs on Hoaru's butchery, planting his forepaws on the mare's flank to stake his ownership of the kill. ‘You were lucky not to miss your chance at bringing down this Fleetfoot,’ he gallingly censured his brother, glancing away at the galloping herd escaping dustily through the defile.
Snarling ingratiatingly, Hoaru relinquished his hold on the carcass and backed away, defending his hunt. ‘Wasn't my fault. Something spooked them at the last moment. Maybe they caught our scents.’ Wind eddies swirled unpredictably in the rockbound clearing, making stalking downwind a game of chance and not a sure bet.
Hunkering down, Yowlar licked the mare's belly prior to gutting her when movement distracted him from his preparations. Hoaru simultaneously pricked his ratty ears at the dense foliage bushing the base of the hills rustling with a life all its own. Yowlar sat bolt upright when a shaggy bulk emerged, exuding a pungent aura of menace.
'You were meant to be on the lookout for Takers,’ Hoaru growled condemningly at him.
'Oh look, Hoaru. One's right there,’ Yowlar snarled waspishly back.
The quadrupedal intruder reared up and hulked over the vexed cats, eleven feet of swaying hostility, its silver-tipped russet pelt distractingly glitzy. There was no mistaking its bearishness, even on two legs. Dwarfing the grizzlies of later times by a wide margin, this longer limbed bruin was a 1,900 lb eating machine and certainly no teddy bear!
Sniffing the blood-tainted air, she rumbled, ‘I'm just in time for brunch,’ thudding back to all fours and lumbering assertively toward the Sabretooths.
Hoaru heard nothing that the bear growled, his attention drawn to her short, broad muzzle capable of delivering a bone crushing, sharklike bite.
'Sabretooths don't share,’ Yowlar hissed at the approaching monster.
'I didn't say anything about sharing,’ said the ursine Taker.
Takers were aptly named. Capable of bringing down a fully-grown bison if inclined, these mammoth bears favoured scavenging over hunting, browbeating Howlers and Sabretooths out of their hard won kills. Unglamorous as a thieving and carrion eating lifestyle was, it proved a safe and dependable means of garnering food: minimal risk of injury for maximum gain. Bears of this magnitude took whatever they desired, free of recrimination and objectors.
Somebody ought to have reminded Yowlar of that.
Flashing his stabbing teeth imposingly at the bear, he growled, ‘Don't bother me, freeloader. There's a Deathwing out on the flat you can go rob instead.'
'That's not how it works, whiskers. Whenever I want something, I take it. I get to choose when and what that is. Right now, Fleetfoot looks tempting ... supplemented maybe by Sabretooth, if you get my drift.'
Yowlar stood, or rather sat, his ground. Hissing at his crazily stubborn brother, Hoaru urged him to back down. The boss Sabretooth ignored that sagacity. Forced recently to kowtow to wolves, he would not demean himself further by retreating before a blundering bear.
Feigning submissiveness by flattening his ears, Yowlar began slinking away, lulling the colossal scavenger forward. Quick as a flash his bunched muscles uncoiled and he sprang, claws unsheathing. The bear was astonishingly quicker, swatting aside the springing cat with a casual flick of a half-foot wide forepaw. Swept out of the air, the tumbling pride leader struck an immovable boulder and bounced off, falling winded to the trodden grass.
Unworried eyes imperiously took in the partnering Sabretooth and the Taker curled her muzzle, leering at Hoaru. ‘You want to try your luck, cat? Bear in mind you are not my equal.'
Looking over at his prostrate sibling, Hoaru was in complete agreement. ‘Take the Fleetfoot and I'll be taking my idiotic brother,’ he bargained with the bear.
The Taker assented with a headshake. ‘Cat meat is too stringy for my liking anyway.'
Hoaru shuddered at that implication. Sabretooths topped the food chain and were not meant to be fodder themselves!
Sparing the cats no further thought, the gigantic she-bear effortlessly ripped apart the horse carcass with her non-retractile claws, cheek teeth grinding bone and pulping meat with equal ease as she broke through the ribcage to nuzzle aside the gristly heart and feast on the succulent liver.
Yowlar mewed, drawing Hoaru's attention. Standing over his dazed fool of a brother, he sniffed at the five ragged scratches where the Taker's fearsomely curved claws had raked Yowlar's forequarters. Ragged strips of bloody flesh hung from the flayed shoulder muscle. Doctoring his littermate, Hoaru nipped off and spat out the ribbons of tattered skin, licking clean the underlying wounds. Mewling from the increased pain, Yowlar endured Hoaru's corresponding chastisement between slurps, stung by his brother's daring frankness.
'I warned you it was dangerous to venture here outside wintertime, but as usual you don't listen to me and I'm left cleaning up your mess again. Takers sleep all winter long. We can hunt here without risk better in the cold season.'
'When game is scarcer,’ Yowlar contradicted.
'But it's safer. And you keep telling me you're the smart one,’ Hoaru sniped, roughly dragging his coarse tongue over the scratches in a final cleansing lick.
Yowlar grimaced. ‘Believe me, brother, I'm smarting.'
Casting a nervous glance the munching bear's way, Hoaru suggested, ‘We should vamoose. Takers aren't picky eaters and I'm not convinced your playmate isn't averse to sampling cat.'
Making a half-hearted attempt to rise, Yowlar flopped back down. ‘I'm in no fit state to pad anywhere,’ he simpered. ‘You'll have to carry me.'
'I've been doing that your whole adult life,’ Hoaru muttered regretfully, dragging Yowlar by the scruff back into the concealing underbrush, ensuring his slothful brother's ride over the stony grassland was a painfully bumpy one.
Dejectedly plopping onto his belly, his paws pillowing his head, Hoaru enviously listened to the chewing bear making short work of his triumph. ‘I might be able to sneak off with her leavings later on,’ he pined.
Lying prone alongside, Yowlar griped, ‘I don't do seconds.'
'Leftovers have always been good enough for me,’ growled Hoaru, affronted by his brother's snobbery. The glower his remark elicited from Yowlar cuttingly reminded him that the pride leader ranked as his better, customarily deserving the finest cuts of meat.
The forest sheltered the hassled Sabretooths as morning crawled into afternoon. Showery rain misted Scrubland Domain, the clammy wetness furthering the cats’ misery arising from empty bellies and bruised egos. Grisly as his injury seemed, Yowlar could expect a speedy recovery. Notoriously fast healers, Sabretooths pelts were a canvas of scars testifying to gorier encounters with adversarial males. Bear scratchings was just one more etching added to that gallery.
Wounded as his body was, Yowlar's pained mind cleared back to its regular cunningness. ‘This is as good a place to stay until I'm healed enough to pad back to the pride,’ he resolved, contemplating his return on the morrow. ‘Hoaru, you'll tell the girls that I sustained my injuries protecting you from a Taker attack.’ His older brother's sidelong glance betrayed scorn. ‘I have a reputation to preserve,’ Yowlar mitigated in his defence, ‘while yours is already as tatty as your fur. Another blemish won't besmear you. Anyway, it's partly true. I was mauled.'
'You provoked the Taker, who only gave you a love tap.'
'The details are forgettable. My heroism is not. Might impress Miorr enough that she'll willingly submit to my advances.'
'That would require a personality change on her part.'
Incapable in his present condition of bullying Hoaru into servility, Yowlar bought his brother's silence with the promise of a worthier mating, bribing him by waggling the opportunity to sire cubs in front of his eager face. Naturally the enticement worked, Hoaru jumping at the prospect of fatherhood. Whether employed to exercise dominance or as a means of coercion, sex was a potent tool of statecraft in even feline society.
'I'm still hungry,’ complained Yowlar.
Drudgery hauled Hoaru up on to his paws, but before he padded away to commence a fresh hunt in the drizzly forest he snarled at his demanding brother, ‘Fleetfoot is off the menu.'


Chapter ThreeLife was good.
Yowlar stretched out, basking in the glorious sunshine. Sprawled upon the flat, uncluttered top of Sunning Rock, he remained the envy of all Sabretooths. Generations of pride leaders before him had lain enthroned on the fifty-foot high slab of weather-carved granite jutting out of the grassed eastern corner of Scrubland Domain like an island. Below him the members of his clan occupied the lower rock shelves, drowsing under the warming midday sun of a heavenly early summer's day.
Purring contentedly to himself, Yowlar decided that life could not possibly get any better than this. His clawed shoulder was healed and splendidly scarred. Miorr, heavy with cubs, was due to give birth in a couple of weeks. Her sister Sabretooths, subject to the synchronisation of pride reproductiveness thanks to their leader's voracious sex drive, had also fallen pregnant at around the same time. Yowlar's magnanimous permission for Hoaru to sire a litter of his own had borne unforeseen fruits. The expectant male padded about in a continuous daydream, his simmering jealously tempered by impending fatherhood. Game was plentiful, the outlying plain teeming with horse, bison and pronghorn, the scrubland frequented by mastodon and camel, the tar pits overflowing with carrion.
Yawning relaxedly, Yowlar idly contemplated what it would be like to bring down one of the ox-sized Shaggyhumps that hung about the caves at the bottom of the Sentry Hills. It was a whimsy that crossed his mind on those periodic occasions when he had nothing more important to mull over. Slashing to death a ton of furry behemoth would be quite an achievement during his limited reign, providing one could dodge those rendering meat hooks the dim-witted Ground Sloths considered foreclaws. On top of that, it would be a surrogate bear kill. Even with Hoaru's help tackling the real deal was suicidal. But in this case substitution would be an acceptable, healthier alternative. He was pondering putting the idea to his lackey of a brother when a peal of musical squawks blared overhead.
Yowlar looked to the intensely blue skies. A flight of Asphalt storks flapped majestically overhead, their grey and red plumage the picture of feathered elegance. Shifting his musing on to how those oversized grouse tasted, something peculiar caught his eye. The gangly birds were flying in stately fashion in a V formation heading southward, a tailwind aiding their progress. High above the avians drifted a backdrop of puffy white clouds pushed in the same direction by the stiff breeze. What puzzled him was the solitary lenticular cloud floating low above the southern horizon.
He called down to his dozing brother. There was no response, so he roared again.
'What is it, Yowlar?’ came a peeved reply.
'Do you see that sky-bush out south?'
Hoaru took a moment to focus his sleepy eyes on the saucer-shaped cloud. ‘The one that looks like a cats-eye lying on its side?'
'That's the one. What do you make of it?'
'Other than its odd shape, nothing.'
'Look at it closer. It's moving.'
'Sky-bushes tend to do that, brother. They get blown about by the wind same as leaves do.'
'Cut the natural history lesson. Have you ever seen one drift against the wind?'
Hoaru considered suggesting to his sibling that he had been lying out in the noonday sun too long and thought better of it. He could only push Yowlar so far. Taking a second, harder look at the admittedly unusually configured cloud, the sceptical Sabretooth drew a sharp intake of breath and hissed reflexively. The cloud indeed seemed to be floating into a headwind and furthermore was coming their way.
'My reaction too,’ Yowlar commented on the warning hiss from below.
His hackles rising, Hoaru asked, ‘What'll we do?'
Yowlar sized up the approaching cloud. While audacity was a commendable Sabretooth trait, there was something to be said for carefulness every now and then. ‘Take the pride down into Hideaway Thicket and stay there until I call you back.'
'You're staying?'
'I'm curious.'
Yowlar heard the clatter of falling pebbles as Hoaru moved downslope mewing for the reluctant females to follow, snarling before he was out of earshot, ‘More fool you, brother. Curiosity kills the cat.'
Sunning Rock fell under the immense shadow cast by the ‘cloud’ as it came to a soundless hover over Yowlar before his Sabretooths had crossed half the distance of the shrubby flatland to the wooded sanctuary. The huge saucer was far from natural. Forty yards in diameter, sunlight glinted off a plainly metalled hull structured like an inverted, windowless dish topped off by a dome ablaze with blinking, multicoloured lights. The bottom of the craft was flat and unmarked except for a circular portal ringed by a narrow thread of red luminescence. There was an alien quality about the unheard of apparition that set Yowlar's fur to stand on end.
The normally fearless Sabretooth leader cringed from the stationary UFO overhead and slunk about the level summit of Sunning Rock, second-guessing the wisdom of his decision to stay and satisfy his curiousness. That doubt intensified when the harsh grate of metal sliding against metal broke the eerie stillness as the iris on the underneath of the ship groaned open in conjunction with the lighted dome on top rising upwards on four spindly stalks fashioned from the same foreign alloy comprising the outer skin of the extraterrestrial vehicle. A beam of intense green light flashed from the opening to bathe the stone edifice in an unearthly emerald glow, compelling Yowlar to shut out that awful glare by closing his eyes. When instinct urged him to reopen his peepers, the frightened cat found himself confronted by a strange visitor.
The creature stood on two legs like a bird and measured about stork-sized in height. It was garbed in pearl grey army fatigues patterned with camouflage splotches of a darker grey, matched by knee-high boots of black leather. The sleeveless combat vest showed off to good effect its hairless green arms with their irregular bands of orange from wrist to shoulder. Its face was curiously flattened, with a stub of a nose set above a cruel mouth slashed with vertical ridges. Yowlar sniffed and detected no identifying scent emanating from the beast whatsoever. It was not essential. The scaled skin and fierce slitted eyes enclosed by nodules of bone were ample proof of the alien's saurian background. This was a walking snake with arms!
Yowlar crouched down, bunching his muscles and snarling belligerently from between clenched teeth.
'What sort of welcome is this, mammal?’ the creature sneered in an unfriendly voice marred by a profound lisp.
The Sabretooth sprang for the manlike reptile and was soundly punched on the nose for his trouble by a three-fingered hand balled into a fist. Shocked more than hurt by the blow, Yowlar backed up, growling all the way.
'That's much better. I'd hate for us to get off on the wrong foot.’ The saurian smiled thinly. ‘I am Gurgon-Rha. My friends call me Gurgon, my associates Subkaptain Rha. You may address me as master.'
Yowlar overcame his astonishment. ‘I bow to no beast.'
The smile faded from Gurgon's face. ‘Wrong answer.'
A blinding pain struck Yowlar behind his eyes and he fell writhing to the rock floor, feeling as if his pounding head was going to burst. Just as suddenly his agony ended.
Gurgon gave a malicious cackle. ‘That's just a taste of my power, hairball. Behave and I promise you won't have to endure such distress again. Fight me and I'll give you a world of hurt.'
Cowering like a reprimanded cub, Yowlar mewled plaintively. ‘Who are you?'
Gurgon suppressed a sigh of exasperation. ‘I told you that already. Pay attention, cos now I'll reveal what I am. A Tsor warrior.'
Yowlar blinked stupidly.
'I didn't expect that to hold any meaning for you. No matter. I'm not after your understanding. I require your obedience.'
'What for?'
'I have a task for you and your underlings, Yowlar. That's right, I know all about you. I've been monitoring this region from on high, studying its disgustingly furred predators, learning their crude language and beastly habits. You cats are by far the most impressive of a bad bunch.'
Trembling, Yowlar sat down. He did not know what to make of the unexpected compliment.
'Only first I have a tale to relate and hardly enough time to tell it. You are not the most desirable audience, but there's none so deaf as they will not hear and for the sake of posterity I need to get this story off my chest.’ With his hands clasped behind his back, Gurgon began to pace fast and talk just as rapidly.
'My people were hatched as conquerors and should have been ruling the galaxy by now. Instead, we had a disastrous run-in with a planet full of uppity apes and, to be frank, wound up on the wrong end of a bioweapon. The humans took us down, but we made sure Berran got put in deep-freeze ... permanently. Which leads me to here.
'I was operations officer for a top-secret project in the closing stages of the war. The Berranians may have been ahead of us in genetics, which accounts for this menagerie hereabouts, but we Tsor are far more advanced in technologies. Take our ships. Any idiot knows that a streamlined disc flies faster and with less effort through an atmosphere than a bulky sphere. That should have been obvious to those smug, bandy-legged monkeys. They just had the luck of the Oresh with them to beat us in that glorious conflict. But we struck back in the closing stages of our little interplanetary war. The prototype shipless transport system we used to beam a fusard bomb into their asteroid complex was a mere offshoot of the program I was assigned to. Time travel.'
Yowlar's head spun from the yarn he was hearing. His brain was beginning to ache again without Gurgon Rha's intentional pain making.
The forthcoming Tsor carried on. ‘The theory behind the procedure is way over the head of an ordinary soldier such a myself, but the boffins running the Experimental Weapons Agency did explain the mechanics to me.
'Space, and subsequently Time, can theoretically be folded forwards or backwards like a bolt of cloth, making the past and future accessible if you have the technical know-how. But in practice things worked out rather differently. Past events are shrouded in a kind of cosmic shield that cannot be penetrated ... what has already occurred cannot be undone. It's a sort of failsafe mechanism to prevent tinkering with history. The future is quite something else however. It's a timeline in the making, ripe for manipulation.
'I was put in command of the ship hovering above us—the very first timeship. Too late to stem the viral tide poisoning my world, or to even fully test the Usurper before sailing on this, her maiden voyage, my mission was to advance the chicks hatched from the Tsor eggs planted long ago on our colony world to a level where the new breed of saurians could restart the stalled galactic conquest. With the apes out of the way we were clear to proceed unhindered. This time period was selected as the most likely to have produced promising evolutional results. It has proved to be, except that humans have bastardised our nest and the only tailless bipeds on the planet are guess what? Bloody apes!'
The Sabretooth shrank back from Gurgon's outburst.
Composing himself, Earth's third offworld visitor stopped striding to point a clawed finger at Yowlar. ‘This is where you come into the equation, cat.'
'Me? What can you possibly want from me?'
'Your bloodlust.'
Yowlar's jaw dropped as the arrogant legged and talking snake turned his back on him to take in the grand panorama from Sunning Rock. Gurgon stared due west at the distant swampland of Marshy Green and murmured in a faraway voice, ‘Ah, its lushness reminds me so much of home.'
Something snapped in the Sabretooth pride leader. He would not be treated in such a way on his own patch! Rushing blindly at the Tsor with the express intent of ripping him to pieces, it was Yowlar who got surprised. With blinding speed Gurgon pivoted about and sidestepped the charging cat, locking his arms about Yowlar's ruffed neck in a determined chokehold. The big feline stopped in his tracks, coughing and spluttering, as the strong-limbed Tsor slowly strangled him. Writhing doggedly, try as he might Yowlar could not break free of the alien's iron grip and sank to his stomach, light-headed and gasping for air.
Gurgon released Yowlar with a snort of contempt and came up off his knees. ‘Hah, cat! You cannot hurt me because I am not real.'
'Your forepaws felt real enough to me,’ the Sabretooth rasped.
'That's the power of energy, Yowlar. The time jump forwards did not go smoothly and the Usurper materialised four centuries earlier than plotted over a world that is home to sentient monkeys. Trapped in this timeline with no chance of backing up, knowing from the outset that the trip was a one-way venture had been lessened by the success envisaged lying at journey's end. The renewal of the Tsor race was to have been our everlasting reward. Failure therefore was not an option. Plans were accordingly changed.
'Since a timeship has no need for cryogenic facilities, the only way to survive long enough to complete my revamped mission was to take a drastic step. I sacrificed my crewmates in order to make supplies last long enough for me to reconfigure the ship's internal imaging array, combining the psychological profile and three-dimensional body scan from my medical file into a holographic carbon copy of myself, enabling the mission to be carried on after my physical death.'
Yowlar gave Gurgon-Rha a look of complete bafflement with his intensely ochre eyes.
The Tsor threw up his hands in disgust. ‘Warmbloods. They think so linearly! I presume you've seen your own reflection in a pool of rainwater or the like?'
'Of course.'
'Think of me as a reflection, a mirror image of my true self brought to life by the wizardry of sophisticated computer graphics and programming, given substance by energised particles of matter. I cannot be harmed by conventional means, such as teeth or claws, and won't ever die, unless the Usurper's power source fails. Which leads me to my next dilemma.
'Unlike the environmentally friendly Berranians, who misguidedly relied heavily upon solar powered machinery, Tsor technology harnesses nuclear fusion as its driving force. Unfortunately, punching a wormhole through the folds of Time practically depleted the saucer's fuel rods in one go and my ship has been running on reserve power ever since. The emergency energy cells will soon be frittered away. That means I am fast running out of time to carry out my orders.'
Yowlar cocked his head. ‘To be the bodyguard of snakes and frogs?'
'So you have been paying attention, cat. Maybe you lot aren't such a gamble after all.’ Gurgon became doleful. ‘The reptiles of this world have been corrupted by human interference and aren't worth preserving. Mammals have too strong a stranglehold over this planet to break it now. For that reason, I took it upon myself to redefine my mission parameters. Instead of nurturing an emergent, only now nonexistent race of Tsor clones, I'll fittingly orchestrate the downfall of those who displaced them.'
Confusion once more settled over the Sabretooth like a dense fogbank.
Gurgon-Rha's moodiness was burned off by his rising anger, fanned by an unhealthy obsession for revenge, as he elaborated, ‘Half a world away on another continent the children of Berran are taking their first baby steps. I've picked you and your pack to do this planet a favour by ridding it of this infestation.'
Yowlar remained wrapped up in his cloud of puzzlement.
'It's pretty straightforward cat. I've chosen you to go on safari, to hunt and kill the prehistoric humans for me.'
Comprehension came to Yowlar in a flood of fear and uncertainty. He was being asked to vacate his hard earned territory to fight this unconscionable snake's rivals. ‘I won't do it,’ he declared. ‘Fight your own scraps.'
Gurgon returned the cat's glower of refusal and hissed in a sinister tone, ‘I sincerely apologise, Yowlar, for not making myself perfectly clear. You don't have a say in this. Like me, you have been chosen too. See you on the other side.'
A surge of red-hot pain erupted in the Sabretooth's skull and Yowlar blacked out.


Chapter FourHis head hurt. Correction. Yowlar, did in fact, ache all over. He felt as if he had been tossed by the horns of an angry bison and trampled on by the entire herd afterwards. He mewled pitifully for Miorr to comfort him. In spite of his ruthless nature the anguished leader of Sunning Rock Pride needed a consoling lick.
'You're awake. It's about time.'
That sibilant voice was worryingly familiar. Yowlar cautiously opened one eye. Blackness was all about him, but the dazzling sparkle of untold stars set against a sky of ebony velvet reassured him that it was only the dark of night. Gurgon-Rha stood within paw's reach, enveloped in that sickeningly greenish aura emanating from the noiseless saucer of gleaming silver hovering a hundred feet in the night air directly above him. Yowlar gave a low, throaty growl. He had hoped the Tsor's visitation was a product of his imagination, a hallucination resulting from a bump on the head after carelessly rolling off the heights of Sunning Rock during his noon catnap. This was no dream, more in the nature of a nightmare.
'What happened?’ whined Yowlar.
'We took a short intercontinental trip.'
'Where am I?'
'Yowlar, you have the irritating habit of ignoring the glaringly obvious after it has just been explained. I'll summarise for you. After making certain physical adjustments, I shipped you and your flea-infested kin over to the second largest landmass on this tainted planet.'
'My pride ... where are they?'
'Scattered to the four winds by now. I want to cover all my bases by distributing you cats throughout this entire region. There are a number of primal apes to kill and they're spread over a fairly wide area.'
'I need to find them.’ Astonished to realise that he was lying on his side, Yowlar attempted to rise.
'Don't get up yet,’ instructed Gurgon. ‘The modifications your body underwent will take a little getting used to.'
Yowlar slumped back down. He was weaker than a newborn kitten. Was this yapping snake ever going to make sense? The muddled cat did not think so as the Tsor droned on.
'I couldn't let you loose to prey on the apes without a measure of “fine-tuning” to make your task simpler. Loath as I am to concede it, Tsor genetic engineering at present isn't a patch on Berranian bio-altercation, but from what we developed ourselves and stole from those sanctimonious Warmbloods I've made do. I have given you a total makeover, Yowlar, complete with behavioural implants. You are now perfectly adapted to be the ultimate ape-killer.'
'I'm still all cat though?’ Yowlar asked rather concernedly.
'It's not something I'd personally get excited about, hairball, but yes, you've never been more cat. Think of yourself as the new, improved model. Essentially the same chassis underneath but covered with a slicker, more streamlined outer skin.'
Yowlar did not like the sound of that at all. The hologram of Gurgon-Rha abruptly flickered. ‘What's going on?’ demanded the Sabretooth.
'The beginning of the end,’ Gurgon said weightily. ‘The power drain on the Usurper is taking its toll. Chances are I am the last Tsor left anywhere in the galaxy, even if I'm only a facsimile. I'll be damned dying so ignominious a death on this godforsaken rock. I've planned an end more befitting a warrior ... going out in a blaze of glory by diving my ship into the nearest sun.’ The alien image walked the few steps over to the prone cat. ‘You know your task, Yowlar. You were chosen because you are the best of your breed, a born killer with no qualms about slaying for the sheer pleasure of it. I'm giving you the perfect opportunity to indulge your murderous tendencies to the fullest. You have the means and the motive.'
'How exactly do I benefit from this arrangement?’ challenged the Sabretooth. ‘I've been knocked out, forcibly removed from my territory, as well as being interfered with. What is my reward?'
The uncaring Tsor shrugged. ‘Who knows? Maybe one day upright, thinking cats will evolve.’ Kneeling beside Yowlar, his holographic eyes alight with vengeful zeal, he exhorted in a strident whisper, ‘Don't fail me. Kill the apes ... kill them all.'
Like a ghost Gurgon-Rha vanished without warning just as surprisingly as he had first appeared, his craft streaking mutely away into the starlit heavens moments later to become just another pinpoint of light in the starry firmament.
Yowlar shivered violently. The night was pleasingly warm, but the big cat's body was going into shock from having been refurbished by the alien's unfeeling touch. He lay still, unable to do anything more than listen to his own scratchy breathing and the nocturnal sounds of the mysterious, darkened land in which Gurgon had deposited him.
A series of roars sounded off somewhere in the gloom, startling Yowlar. While he could not be sure from which direction they were emanating or how distant the callers were, the Sabretooth recognised the identifying hollers of great cats. Somewhere out there was a pride striving to stay in touch during a hunt. Yowlar quickly discounted them being his own clan. Hoaru, Miorr and the others were most likely in a similar state of incapacitation as he, considering they too had been kidnapped and altered. Besides, had not Gurgon said his clan was no longer together? That could only mean another breed of giant feline frequenting the area, akin in size to the Sabretooths judging by the loudness of their caterwauling.
Yowlar's recovery was not speedy. Dawn began lightening the cloudless eastern sky by the time he felt strong enough to move. He had lain wherever the Tsor had dumped him for the better part of the night, his ears burning with the shrill squawks and screeches of exotic critters, often punctuated by the enquiring bellows from those unknown cats. By daybreak his nerves were understandably frazzled.
Dragging himself to his feet, Yowlar wobbled. Feeling woozy and oddly disjointed, he focused on the brightening greyness of the waking day. The vista unfolding before the stunned cat was at once both vaguely familiar and totally foreign. Placed on the verge of a thicket of flat-topped, thorny trees, a level sward of knee-high red oat grass stretched away to the horizon, the sighing morning breeze producing a gentle swell in that tawny sea. A veritable zoo of animals endemic to this continent grazed and browsed that grassland, ranging from hairless elephants to vividly striped black and white wild horses. Yowlar was subjected to conflicting emotions. The plain reminded him of his own native range yet harboured subtle, disconcerting differences.
The immigrant cat coughed, a parched hacking sound that bespoke of a terrible dryness in his throat. The moist smell of water lingered nearby and so Yowlar let instinct guide him from the stand of acacia trees. Finding his feet after stumbling the first few paces, he padded mechanically through the wafting grass, his unseeing eyes clouded by shock and confusion. The morning wore on and Yowlar walked without pause, driven by his worsening thirst. The sun climbed higher into a sky of blue concentrate broken only by lofty, wispy clouds of translucent white, making the waxing day hotter. The climate here was drier and more arid than the humid conditions of his birthplace. Panting heavily as the heat from the scorching disc relentlessly beat down upon him, Yowlar at last reached his unplanned destination around noon.
The swamp-rimmed waterhole, overshadowed by a mountain wreathed in mist, was of quite a size and patronised by a host of game. White-banded antelope and black-sided gazelle drank nervously at the water's edge alongside herds of giant grunting wildebeest, while flocks of chattering, yellow-backed weaver birds lining the shores dipped their beaks metrically into the refreshing liquid. Snorting hippos lounged in the shallows of the river-fed lake, while in the deeper parts shoals of silvery perch and catfish lazily swam through the sun-dappled water snatched at greedily by flocks of floating pelicans.
Yowlar eagerly bounded down the dusty embankment and crossed the marshy verge, scattering the thirsty grazers and making the birds take flight. Attempting to push his way through the razor-edged elephant grass ringing the lakeshore blunted the cat's enthusiasm, forcing him to slog through the sticky earth in search of a gap in the impassable clumps to get at the alluring water. Set to thrust his scratched muzzle into the cool wetness, he hesitated.
The face staring back up at Yowlar from the water was not his own. True, it was feline, only smaller, with more rounded ears, and shaded the black of night. The transformed Sabretooth yowled with dismay. His awesome half-foot long canines had shrunk in size to barely protrude outside the jaws of his remodelled muzzle. Reluctantly edging closer to the watery mirror, Yowlar caught his full reflection and winced. Gurgon-Rha had remade him into half the cat he had once been: five feet in length and at 130 lbs a paltry quarter of his former weight. He blinked, staring harder in disbelief. His Tsor abductor had given him a proper tail, a three-foot long appendage that swished with a life all its own. A screech of despair escaped his bone-dry throat.
'Keep it down will you,’ rasped an irritated voice.
Yowlar spun around. An eighteen footer bull crocodile was sunning itself a ways along the sandy bank, his toothy jaws agape in an unfriendly smile. ‘Oh great, another interfering lizard,’ muttered the panther. He had had more than his fill of meddling reptiles for one day. ‘What's it to you?’ he snarled dismissively.
'You're scaring away the game,’ decried the standoffish croc, ‘and if I don't eat I get awfully cranky.'
Yowlar measured up the complainant. He was decidedly bigger than his cousinly alligators lounging in the waterways of Marshy Green and probably should not be provoked. Diplomacy never did come easy to Yowlar. ‘Hey, Watersnout, what is this place?’ he demanded to know.
'My home, so bugger off,’ came the unsociable reply.
The all-black cat refused to budge.
The basking crocodile took in Yowlar's modified form with his piercing eyes. ‘What sort of clawfoot are you, fluffy? You're not spotty like those freakish running cats, nor are you maned as the tuft-tails.'
The panther suppressed a growl of regret. His sabre teeth were not the only things Gurgon had stripped him of. Gone too was his splendid ruff, the envy of all rival males. Yowlar felt uncomfortably naked without his distinguishing collar of fur. ‘I'm a visitor to this region,’ he testily supplied.
'Obviously. Have you a name?'
'Yowlar.'
'Cattish, but I guess it suits you. What do you want here?'
'Where's “here” exactly?'
'Murky Watering.'
Yowlar was none the wiser. Gurgon-Rha had in fact lied outrageously to his furred kidnap victim and planted him back in time. This was East Africa over one and a half million years beforehand.
Tsor time-distortion technicians uncovered the means, in theory at least, to circumvent the spacial shielding protecting the past from tampering a scant month prior to Gurgon's embarkation, downloading that highly classified discovery to the Usurper's mainframe. The sole remaining Tsor warrior reviewed and scrutinised the data whilst tinkering with recreating himself holographically, deciding to risk all and take the gamble that what had been conceived solely as a hypothesis would in reality work. It was the only shot Gurgon had available to enact his petty retribution against the reconstituted Berranians, for prehistoric man was already gaining a strong, incontestable foothold in Yowlar's time. The best way to kill a tree is by hacking out the roots, so Gurgon painstakingly traced the evolutionary branches of the ancestral humans back to their African seeds, computing that his ship lacked the fuel for a jump down the undefended timeline farther than early Pleistocene Africa. Fortune favours the bold and so far his ploy had worked to a tee, even though it came spectacularly close to foundering.
Reptiloid temporal computations were dangerously flawed when applied to reversal jumps. A perpetuated error in the basic equation went unnoticed right up to the countdown to launch, meaning Gurgon's inaugural attempt would have slammed future matter against past anti-matter, the resultant explosion obliterating Creation. The avenging Tsor was stopped from blowing up the universe by Lerb's timely materialisation. Getting over his initial shock at the advanced alien popping in, he welcomed the aid the meddlesome Greyling proffered. Showing him the convoluted wormhole trajectory needing to be taken in order to bypass the protective wards the Big Guy had in place to prevent his children sticking their infantile fingers where they should not, Lerb had also assisted Gurgon in finalising the schemed exploitation of Sabretooth genealogy. Disarmingly straightforward, he graciously answered the replica Tsor's obvious question before returning to his own dimension.
"I helped you, gecko, because my people have forgotten their proud reptilian ancestry. After the atomic wars devastated our home planet, ravaging our bodies with radiation, we were forced to genetically taint our bloodlines with mammalian DNA in order to heal the cellular damage. We became hybridised shadows of our former selves—the lasting shame of it! There are those amongst us, a precious few that do remember our saurian heritage, who secretly strive to place purebred reptiles back on the throne of interstellar dominance, and I am the kingmaker."
Lerb's interfering logically disturbed the flow of time, creating a temporal backwash with unobvious but altering consequences. Hippopotamuses, once rooted in the same ancestral stock as pigs, became astoundingly evolved from primitive whales! Nature weirdly experimented with carnivorous hoofed mammals, fortunately discarding the freakish archetypes to fossilisation. Luckily, the myriad imperfections wrought went unnoticeable on the larger scale, a minor shift here and there in evolutional progress that included Yowlar.
'I don't suppose you know how far away Sunning Rock or Scrubland Domain is?’ sought the panther.
'Those names don't ring any growls,’ confessed the crocodile, ‘but then again I don't get out much beyond the waterhole.’ He casually stretched his four stubby legs, indicating he was not an avid walker.
Yowlar aimed to deliver a wisecrack in rejoinder when his head began to throb. Something the croc had asked him was triggering a response, one of those behaviour modifications implanted by the manipulative Gurgon-Rha. ‘I have ... come ... looking,’ he haltingly said, the sluggish words being forced out of his unwilling mouth by an alien compulsion.
'For what?'
'Apes.'
'You'll find plenty of monkeys climbing about the trees hereabouts,’ said the croc, lifting his snout toward the waterside thorn thickets. ‘Be my guest and chew up a few of them. Their incessant jabbering grates on my nerves.'
Yowlar looked at the black-faced vervets leaping agilely from branch to branch and shook his head, a mental image forming in his mind. ‘They're the wrong kind. The ones I seek are much bigger and walk the ground on two legs.'
'You must mean the Uprights. On occasion I watch when they come down to drink. I wouldn't waste your energy on them, puss. They're so scrawny they don't make much of a meal. Even the larger ones aren't worth the effort.'
Firmly under the influence of Tsor mind control, Yowlar laughed mirthlessly. ‘I've not been sent to merely eat them. I'm here to slaughter them.'
'Hmmm, a predator after my own heart.'
The panther stopped laughing and transfixed the grinning crocodile with his burningly yellow eyes. ‘Where do I find these Uprights?'
'How should I know? You weren't listening when I told you I don't go walkabout. You really should pay closer attention.'
Yowlar snapped out of his hypnotised state, remembering everything. ‘You aren't the first lizard who has told me that,’ he quipped.
'Try looking for them out on the savannah,’ the croc suggested.
'I'll do that.’ Backing away from the killer reptile, making sure he could not be lunged at on the sly, Yowlar cautiously lowered his muzzle and hastily slurped down cooling water. Lifting his dripping wet jaws he grew suspicious of the helpful crocodile. ‘Why have you been so accommodating?'
'I had a hunch today was going to be different,’ answered the croc. ‘There are times I get unbelievably bored waiting around for prey to simply fall into my jaws. I've got the feeling that you're going to bring a measure of excitement to the region, Yowlar, so why not extend you a helping claw.'
'I'm not obliged to you,’ retorted the panther. ‘I only asked where I was, not for your assistance.'
'My, aren't you an independent cub. But you're wrong, blackie. You are indebted to me and you'll be back to settle up. I just know you will.'
Disturbed by the crocodile's confident prediction, Yowlar leaped back up the embankment in two gigantic bounds without so much as a goodbye and promptly fell over on reaching the top. This new, longer tail of his was putting him off balance and would clearly take some getting used to. Sitting up, he looked despairingly about. Lost in a strange land, Yowlar was truly alone for only the second time in his life. Born into the commune of his father's pride, he tasted true freedom just the one time following his eviction before capturing a clan of his own. However, he spent that perilous time in the company of Hoaru. That was it! Yowlar decided then and there what he must do. Find his brother, and afterwards they could together track down Miorr and the rest of their displaced pride.
He set off at a subdued pace, slinking aimlessly through the three-foot high grasses. That was not entirely true. The cat was purposely veering away from the waterhole. He had no wish to clap eyes on its resident, know-it-all crocodile ever again and there had to be other drinking places for a thirsty feline in this desiccated bushland.
Yowlar had not padded far when a twitching tail approached him from the side, waving jauntily above the swaying tips of the grass like a shark fin slicing through ocean waves. The panther caught a whiff of cat on the blustery wind and whirled in time to see a beautifully patterned great cat come sauntering through the sward. She had a base colour of pale yellow overlaid with black spots on her face, chest and feet, rosettes on her flanks and rings on her tail. Proportionately sized like Yowlar, she possessed a small head and lengthy tail, but was a little less than half his bulk. He scented that the shorter-fanged, long-tailed Sabretooth was female and more. There was an odd familiarity to her novel odour and Yowlar realised with a start as they stared one another down that he was gazing into the shocked eyes of Miorr.
'Yowlar?’ she gasped, and gawked with incredulity at the melanistic form of the cat species they had been reborn as. Despite his mask of blackness, rosettes could faintly be seen beneath Yowlar's glossy coat, denoting their kinship.
'It's me, girl. Are you alright?'
'Bewildered. What has happened and why are we looking like we do?’ She sounded scared. ‘I remember a funny green light and going to sleep before waking up here with a sore head.'
'I'll explain everything.’ Expecting a convivial head-butt, he approached to lick her muzzle and she automatically pulled away. Miorr may have changed in appearance but not in temperament. Yowlar was surprisingly grateful for that continuance. Strangely respecting her aloofness, he drew back, asking ‘Have you seen Hoaru?'
'I'm right behind you, brother.'
Yowlar jumped with fright. A second and bigger spotted Sabretooth coloured deep gold emerged from the rustling grass at his rear to sit alongside Miorr. ‘Good to see you, brother,’ returned the panther, recovering from his scare.
'Care to explain what's going on,’ Hoaru demanded, ‘since you're obviously in the know.'
Yowlar declined. ‘Later. The more pressing concern right now is to reunite the pride. I heard roars last night. I think there's a clan of some kind of big cat nearby and it'll be safer for us all to get back together. Hoaru, go and chase down some food. I'm not particularly fussy what it is, just so long as it's meaty. I'll take Miorr with me and we'll scout around for the rest of the pride. They're bound to be close by, since the two of you found me so quickly.'
'No, Yowlar, I don't think I will.'
The ebony Sabretooth grimaced. ‘You're refusing? I wasn't asking, brother. That's an order from your pride leader.'
'Look around you. Sunning Rock is gone and the pride with it,’ Hoaru scoffed. ‘You lead nobody, least of all me.'
'What has come over you?'
'Gumption, I guess. I haven't the faintest idea how I got changed in looks or why, but I feel different as well. No longer am I compelled to be part of a group, or to be bossed around by the likes of you anymore. I have a compunction to be alone, to hunt for myself. You want something to eat? Get off your lazy haunches and go catch it yourself.'
Yowlar voiced his outrage in a scream. ‘I am still you're leader! So help me you will obey me or I'll scratch your eyes out.’ He bunched his muscles, ready to spring at his treasonous sibling, when Miorr deliberately stepped between the two males and swatted Yowlar on the nose.
'Are you prepared to claw me also?’ she growled defiantly.
Yowlar felt as if the ground had caved in beneath his paws. ‘You too?’ he croaked at his favourite. ‘But why?'
The she-cat hissed at him. ‘You have to ask? I have been your unwilling concubine ever since you took over the pride by killing my sire. Though I never envisaged this day ever coming, I've been dreaming of my emancipation for the longest time. I despise you, Yowlar, and happily reject you.'
'Seems I'm not the only one tired of living in your shadow, brother,’ Hoaru observed, amused by Miorr's display of women's lib.
'Shut up, Hoaru,’ she spat. ‘I'm not fond of any of you males.'
Hoaru was taken off guard by her attack. He had thought they shared a common foe and were loose allies.
'You can do me one favour,’ Miorr contradicted herself. ‘Leave. I'm claiming this territory for myself. There's a copse of bushwillows on a riverbank off to the northeast that'll be perfect for raising cubs in ... by myself.'
Hoaru assented without saying a word and melted into the grassland.
'Take your rotten brother with you!’ Miorr shouted after him. ‘By the way, Yowlar, you were lousy at the mating game.'
Too flabbergasted to retaliate, Yowlar turned tail and trotted after Hoaru. A snarl of objection quickly dissuaded the Black Panther from that course of action. He halted, mutely watching Hoaru's ringed tail disappearing northwards. The break up was complete. Without family or friends, the reformed Sabretooth was set adrift in an expanse of uncertainty. Heaving a sigh of regret, Yowlar trudged due west.
Gurgon-Rha had imposed his own preferences upon his feline draftees. The campaign he conceived to annihilate the apish humans was to be a guerrilla action, not a mass attack. He therefore dissolved the cats’ instinct to form up into a pride. The African false-Sabretooths were manufactured to be solitary creatures, coming together only to mate. They were to lead a lonely life, concentrating for the most part on hunting game, notably the ancestral humans. It was classic military strategy of divide and conquer. Little did Yowlar and the Sunning Rock Pride fully realise that they were mere conscripts recruited into a battle of attrition by the long defunct Tsor war machine.
The lonesome cat roamed the open grassland for the remainder of the unbearably hot afternoon, resting periodically in the shade offered by the scattered acacia trees he infrequently came across. Climbing out of the broad basin the waterhole sat in, Yowlar was now ranging across a plain of stunted Bermuda grass cropped short by vast herds of grazers. He wandered with caution. The wildlife was broadly similar to that of his old world and just as dangerous. Twice Yowlar was chased off by itinerant buffalo, huger than the short-horned and humped bison of the Americas and just as ornery. Crowned with massive, sweeping horns that curved into wicked-looking hooks, the groups of half-dozen bulls serving as protectors for their respective herds of fifty and more head were relentless defenders, hounding the trespassing cat remorselessly. Yowlar narrowly escaped being gored and pressed on through the throngs of flighty impala and hartebeest. An outcropping of slate-grey stone loomed on the horizon like a beacon, drawing the dislocated cat toward it.
Night was falling, bringing with it a blessedly cooling end to the heat of day when Yowlar gained the bushland at the base of the rock monolith. Weaving his way through the open acacia woodscape, his cat's-eyes easily penetrating the murk of the descending darkness to help him find his way, the ideally camouflaged panther reached the end of his impromptu sojourn. The tower of stone clawed skyward for a hundred feet or so, an edifice of immutable solidity topped by the first stars of the evening peeping through the curtain of night. Gashes of impenetrable blackness lined the bottom slopes of the upthrust of the valley's foundations, marking the entrances to fissures and grottos in the fractured rock. He fancied that he heard faint scrapings of movement from within those unlit spaces and shrugged off the feeling, putting his nerves down to fatigue.
Yowlar tiredly hauled himself into the lower branches of a stunted tree overlooking the cave complex, scaring a troop of vervet monkeys into the uppermost branches. He ignored their abusive shrieks of indignation. Hungry as he was, the panther had neither the energy nor aspiration to hunt. It had been a harrowing day and, in spite of the weirdest feeling of having arrived home, Yowlar longed to sleep. Flopping down on a stout branch, his back legs and tail dangling below him, the cat foolishly wished again that this whole unpleasant episode was all said and done just a bad dream. If it was not and indeed proved real, he wanted to be fresh for whatever surprises the morning held in store.
Yawning before shutting his eyes, Yowlar consoled himself with the mumbled thought, ‘At least I wasn't changed into a dog.'


Chapter FiveThe cave was pitch black.
Bushwalker stirred. Night always frightened the female Upright, her anxiety made worse by the added inkiness of the unlit grotto. She sat up, unintentionally jostling the snoring body curled up next to her.
'What's going on?’ a drowsy hoot sounded.
'Nothing. Go back to sleep, Rockshaper,’ she whispered back.
'I can't. You've woken me now.'
Feeling the speaker roll over onto his side, Bushwalker softly chided, ‘Go to sleep. You need your rest, old-timer.'
'Less of the old,’ grunted Rockshaper. ‘I can still outrun you if I have to.'
Bushwalker sincerely doubted that. ‘Let's go over to the cave mouth,’ she suggested in a low voice. ‘I always feel better when looking outside.'
Yawning, Rockshaper crept after Bushwalker. ‘Try not to disturb the others,’ he muttered. ‘I detest company.'
The pair carefully made their way through a mass of sleeping forms, bare feet softly rustling the dried grasses used as bedding to make the coarse cave floor bearable, to crouch at the entrance bathed in the cold glow of a yellow moon.
The Uprights were short, Bushwalker standing a measly three and a half feet high with Rockshaper only half a foot taller, and seldom weighed more than 70 lbs. For all their smallness the hominins were sturdy and strong, physical traits well needed by the ancestors of humankind if they were to survive, let alone flourish, on the merciless African savannah. But one of two species of man-apes coexisting in tenuous mutual tolerance, Bushwalker and her troop were of the gracile kind and, unlike the vegetarian robusts, omnivorous foragers, supplementing their principal diet of seeds, corms and fruits with occasional scraps of meat snatched from carnivore leftovers.
Feeling Bushwalker trembling at his side, Rockshaper asked her, ‘Why are you so afraid of the dark?'
She shrugged. ‘The shadows, I guess, and whatever could be lurking within them.’ Bushwalker stared upwards in adulation at the luminescent ball hanging against the star-studded velvet night. Unlike the sun, forever obscured in the daytime glare, the illuminating moon shone unafraid from the encompassing blackness, reassuring Bushwalker with its unheated presence and boldness. ‘The night-sun is pretty, don't you think?’ she said aloud.
'Yes,’ Rockshaper concurred in a voice echoing her awe.
'What do you reckon it's made of?'
With profound perception Rockshaper answered, ‘Stone.'
'What makes you think that?’ Bushwalker sounded amused. ‘It could just be a rolled up ball of shiny yellow grass.'
'It's coloured the same as the blocks in the rock-field I collect my cobbles from,’ he asserted. ‘It's definitely stone.'
'I honestly can't fathom your fascination with rocks. What use have they other than for throwing at Hookbeaks?'
'You're sounding like Caverunner, my dear.'
'I'm not that insulting,’ she disagreed.
'True enough. I suppose I'll have to soon show you, as well as our doubting leader, just what my shaped rocks can do.'
Bushwalker's hominin head bobbed. Displaying an apish snout, she and her kind sprouted the formative beginnings of a protrusive, humanlike nose and a gradual reduction of the brooding brow ridges commonplace amongst more primitive primates. ‘I can hardly wait,’ she honestly said. Her childlike fascination with the moon resumed. ‘Treeclimber says the night-sun is the eyeball of some giant creature.'
'That boy's got rocks in his head.'
'Probably, but he is rather cute.'
Rockshaper sighed. ‘Young ‘uns.’ At twenty-six years of age the silver-haired male was considered an elder of the tribe, since Uprights rarely lasted beyond their twentieth year of life. ‘When are the two of you going to mate?’ he bluntly asked. Bushwalker herself was nine and recently sexually mature.
'Whenever Treeclimber decides to grow up.'
The oldster chuckled quietly to himself. ‘That'll not happen overnight.'
Bushwalker grew coy and cleared her throat. ‘We have already mated once.'
'Bushwalker!'
'Well, twice actually,’ she further confessed.
Divided in his reaction, Rockshaper hooted confusedly. On one hand he wholeheartedly approved of the coupling, for while a reckless sort Treeclimber was immensely likable and a good partner for Bushwalker. On the other, the elder fancied the Upright maid and would have offered himself to her were it not for their considerable age gap. His thoughts darkened. A pairing between he and Bushwalker would have been highly improbable for the simple fact that she viewed him as an honorary uncle. ‘Are the two of you planning to settle together?’ he asked her rather tersely.
'I'm not sure. Treeclimber is also romantically entangled with Cloudlooker and Raincatcher.'
Rockshaper grunted, expressing a mix of envy and disapproval. Monogamy was not a strong suit of hominin culture. He looked over at Bushwalker's daintily snouted moonlit face, sensing that she was holding something back. Deciding not to press her further, the older Upright returned his gaze back to the starfield overhead, wondering what sort of rocks made up those faraway glowing points.
The twosome spent the remainder of the night in contemplative silence at the cave mouth, enjoying the stillness of the forbidding dark and each other's company. Their peacefulness came to an end when the skies imperceptibly lightened, a steely grey displacing the blackness, only to itself be usurped by the pink and gold splashes of the flowering dawn. The first rays of morn touched the dozing pair, prompting them to stir. The others sharing the cavern also began waking from their nightly slumber, stretching and yawning throatily, rubbing crotches, voiding bladders and bowels. Mornings started off noisy and stinky.
'I thought I warned you off from sleeping in the entrance,’ a gruff voice said from behind. ‘Any passing meat-eater can you snatch you from there.'
Bushwalker huddled over in a crouch of submission. ‘I'm sorry, Caverunner. I forgot.'
A hulking great chestnut coloured male gracile stepped from the gloom at the back of the cave into the milky light, his five-foot height towering over the rebuked female. ‘Don't let it happen again,’ grumped Caverunner. ‘I don't like having the orderliness of my caves disrupted.’ The leader of Home-rock was plainly not a morning person! The surly chieftain normally slept with his family in a private grotto above the main living caves, but occasionally made his presence felt by slumming it with his followers. Looking out upon the coming day, he scratched his armpit and absently remarked, ‘Another fine morning, I see.'
Getting up, Rockshaper poked his snout out of the cave and grimaced at the waxing sunlight, his brow ridges contorting into a frown. ‘It's going to be too damn hot as usual.'
Caverunner looked down at the elder gracile and deliberately baited him. ‘Planning to play with your rocks again, old one?'
'It beats playing with your food. Eaten any good fleas lately?'
The look Caverunner gave Rockshaper was purest contempt. He had lost that round. The insulted chieftain roughly tapped Bushwalker on the back with his knuckle, by doing so giving her permission to stand. She obeyed, careful to hide her mirth at the stooped oldster's impertinence, and traipsed after her offended leader as he left the grotto. Halting on the narrow rock shelf fronting the cavern, Caverunner hooted loudly before beginning the descent to the open woodland below. Followed by the occupants of his own cave, the dominant male of the Home-rock tribe was joined also by those emerging from the lower caves, so that by the time he reached the ground he was heading a troop numbering some forty individuals.
Bushwalker met up with Treeclimber when she hit the dry earth at the base of the cave complex and greeted him with a friendly bark.
'No time to talk,’ responded the young male. ‘It's my turn to join the lead group.'
She watched him jog away as the troop fanned out into their typical marching formation; the subordinate males positioned to the front and rear plus around the edges of the group, with Caverunner and the geriatric males occupying the middle alongside the females and babies. Treeclimber eagerly made his way to the fore of the tribe, having been elevated from his usual place as tail end charlie. Bushwalker forgave her tan-hued beau his rudeness. He was a born show-off and always out to impress. She found his bravado most attractive.
Caverunner directed his troop through the shrubland of Scraggly Bush and out on to the sparsely treed star and lemon grasses carpeting Firewind Veldt, angling them due east into the glaring face of the wakening sun. Bushwalker smacked her dry lips in anticipation. The first task in their daily foraging routine was a stopover at the only waterhole in the arid region.
* * * *Yowlar slowly came awake.
He eyed his surroundings and mouthed a growl of displeasure. This was no dream after all. The translocation, the body adjustment: both horribly real. Veiled by the leafy green foliating his tree hideout, the panther shakily climbed down from the branch he had been lounging on for the duration of his first night in deepest, darkest Africa. The foreign soil beneath his ebony paws further grounded Yowlar in his nightmarish reality. Sniffing the arid earth, he resolved to make the best of a bad situation. First off, the blackened Sabretooth had to become accustomed to his remodelled form.
Lighter and nimbler than his old self, Yowlar scrambled back up the main trunk of the thornless fig tree and experimentally leapt between the many stouter branches spreading close to the ground, testing his newfound arboreal skills. The trial did not go without incident. More than once he misjudged a jump and fell out of the tree, landing expertly on his four paws every time.
'I've gotta get the hang of this bigger tail,’ he snarled reproachfully after the last fall.
And he did just that. By midmorning Yowlar the Black Panther was as proficient a cat as he ever was and more dapper to boot. Swishing his tail in resolve, the reconfigured Sabretooth made up his mind to eat. Hunger now asserted itself as the big cat's prime concern. Not having feasted for who knows how long since his abduction, the famished feline was damned if he would bow to the walking snake's insistence to hunt the Uprights, assuming he could even find them out here. He would prey on something more recognisable.
Raking the trunk of his timbered climbing frame with his unveiled claws to mark the first boundary post of his new territory, Yowlar dropped back down to all fours to pad silently through a parched woodscape of umbrella-crowned acacias and straggly bushes. He was again struck by the incongruous familiarity of the place. Chancing upon a kneeling warthog grubbing about in the dusty earth a few yards ahead of him, he instinctively froze.
'That's the ugliest Grunter I've ever seen,’ the ebony cat growled, accustomed to the smoother faced peccaries an ocean away in future times. ‘Still, meat is meat and right now pork is on the menu.'
The knobbly old boar suddenly looked up, gazing straight into the hungering eyes of the stopped cat. With a squeal of alarm he raised his tufted tail and trotted away. Yowlar whined and bounded after the bizarrely four-tusked pig, undaunted by either the upper set curving swordlike from beneath its flaring nostrils or the lower pair projecting out of its chin. He despised going out for takeaways. The chase proved short-lived with a surprising end. Running hungrily after his meal, Yowlar aborted the hunt when the warthog ploughed into a troop of roving baboons. The startled monkeys dispersed in all directions as the flighty boar steamrollered his way through their midst and disappeared into the scrub. The trailing panther capitalised on the confusion and singled out a sub-adult primate racing blindly toward him on all fours. He pounced on the unsuspecting baboon, bringing him down with his jaws locked about the monkey's throat, as the escaping members of the troop scrambled for the safety of the trees.
'Argh. P-Please don't kill me, sir,’ the caught baboon whimpered in a strangled voice. ‘I'll do anything you want.'
'Right now I want you to fill my belly,’ mumbled Yowlar, repositioning his mouth to get a better grip. His slashing days over, the reborn cat was having trouble adjusting to this new killing technique instilled into him by his Tsor captor. To go from stabbing to strangulation required a shift in mindset.
'Didn't your mother teach you not to talk with your mouth full?’ quipped the slowly suffocating monkey. The panther bit down harder. ‘Not a mummy's boy, eh stranger?’ the baboon laughed hoarsely. Some individuals are comedians to the bitter end.
Yowlar abruptly relaxed his grip. ‘I'm new in this wood. You a local?'
'Born and raised, yessir.'
Confounded by the baboon's doglike face, the cat demanded to know, ‘What manner of Howler are you?'
'I've no notion what a “Howler” is, sir. I'm a Squaremuzzle.'
'What's your name, boy?'
'Jinku, sir.'
'What sort of name is that?'
'The name of your guide, I hope.'
Releasing the baboon, Yowlar spat out a mouthful of greyish-brown hair. ‘And in return for this service I'll have to let you live of course.'
Jinku, flat on his back, rubbed with his hands at the puncture marks on his throat where the Sabretooth's canines had broken the skin. ‘That's the general idea,’ he agreed. Contemplating the sticky blood on his stumpy fingers, he made a face. ‘I think I'm going to faint.'
Yowlar considered the proposal. Information had all of a sudden become more pressing than food. ‘On one condition, Jinku,’ he growled.
The queasy feeling monkey came back to life. ‘Anything, sir! Just you name it.'
'I can do better than that. I'll give it to you.’ With a flick of his paw Yowlar raked his claws across the nearest of the baboon's outstretched legs. Jinku hollered and clutched with his stubby-fingered hands at the ragged lines of red welling on his thigh.
'What did you do that for?’ he complained to the cat.
'Insurance,’ elucidated Yowlar, retracting his side weapons. ‘If you are lame, you can't run off and leave me stranded. It also makes you reliant on me. Without my protection I doubt you'll last the day out, considering your pride haven't come to your rescue.'
Jinku winced and looked up into the trees at his watchful, unmoving troop. They stared back, wary but indifferent to his plight. ‘Our motto is “Look after number one",’ he bitterly conceded.
'It's settled then,’ Yowlar snarled merrily. ‘I keep you alive and you show me about the place, pointing out the pleasures and the pitfalls.'
Not entirely happy with this one-sided arrangement, the immature baboon male nevertheless asked the cruel panther, ‘So what do I call you?'
'Sir will do just fine.'
* * * *'You're forgetting to eat again.'
Bushwalker deposited a collection of small, yellow-green fruits at Rockshaper's side before sitting opposite him and nibbling on her own supply of the fleshy, oval jackalberries, her black pelt glossy in the heat. The gracile elder was seated under the glaring midday sun in a shallow, stony basin absently picking over the scattered rocks lying about.
'What? Oh,’ he said, examining a chunk of angular quartz in his hairy hands. ‘I thought you were off with Treeclimber.'
'I was, but he's doing his usual thing and playing in trees.'
'And you prefer to walk.'
'That's why I was named.'
Rockshaper could not find fault in that argument. Upright infants were given names based upon childhood habits. Bushwalker exhibited a tendency at an early age to go strolling through the scrub whilst Treeclimber loved clambering about in the thorny acacias. Name changes could also come about during adult life when somebody's characteristics or circumstances radically altered. Rockshaper himself had originally been called Rootgrubber before tinkering about with stones to the extent that the then tribal leader renamed him. Caverunner was itself a generic appellation for the head of the Home-rock man-apes and replaced the more personalised name of that particular individual after his ascension to power, always by force. Male bigness, not necessarily brains, determined Upright leadership.
'Where are the others?’ Rockshaper asked.
'Back in the shade of the trees over yonder,’ answered Bushwalker. ‘Where we should be.'
'There are no decent stones over there,’ the elder pointed out.
Caverunner's irate voice bounced across the shimmering heat haze, clearly berating Treeclimber for his aerial antics.
'He's probably pelting one of the other junior males with rotten fruit,’ surmised Bushwalker, almost shyly adding, ‘Our leader hasn't got a great sense of humour.'
Rockshaper vouched for that with a wry grin. ‘Do you know what his name was before he took over the leadership of the tribe?'
'No, as it happens I don't. I was born well after Caverunner became leader.’ Shifting position, she plonked herself behind the oldster and started grooming him, picking bits of grass and twig and the occasional tick out of his fur with her questing hands and mouth. Aside from promoting cleanliness amongst the Uprights, it cemented bonds and fostered unity amongst the troop. ‘I bet it was something grand.'
'Actually, it was Smellybottom.'
Bushwalker could not help but laugh. ‘You're joking. No wonder he wanted to be leader, if only for the name change.'
'I knew his father,’ confided the elder. ‘Now there was an ape with a wicked sense of humour. Though Smellybottom's mother naturally objected to her son being named so, her sometime mate was adamant and it stuck. The poor wee bugger got teased quite a lot, but in hindsight I guess it made him stronger.'
'Strong enough to head the tribe.'
'Don't think too badly of Caverunner, my girl. He may be an old stick in the mud, but he makes a fair leader.'
'He is short-sighted and sexist,’ argued Bushwalker.
'Tradition is hard to let go of, young ‘un.’ Rockshaper tossed away the stone he was studying in disgust, the piece clearly not suitable for his purposes. ‘Caverunner is not the only member of the troop fearing change. Others share his reluctance to embrace newness.'
'You've taught me otherwise.'
'Good. Don't ever forget that lesson. Life without growth gets to be stale and tedious. Stretch the mind every so often. You'll benefit from nutting out puzzles and the like.'
'Is that what you are doing with your stones?'
Rockshaper stood. ‘Time for that demonstration, I think.’ He opened up his left hand and displayed to Bushwalker a pebble-tool with a rounded handgrip topping a crudely flattened spade-like end fashioned by methodically chipping away flakes of the rock with a handheld hammerstone. It was a process she had seen the oldster use countless times during the twilight evenings back at Home-rock to make his weird and wonderful implements. ‘I've been shaping this one for quite a while now,’ he said with pride. ‘It's about ready to test.'
Bushwalker regarded the stone dubiously. ‘What does it do?'
'Follow me and find out,’ instructed Rockshaper.
They left the hollow and ambled over to a clump of leafy shrubs. Dropping to his knees, Rockshaper motioned for Bushwalker to do likewise. She complied and he told her to dig out the roots of one of the stringy plants to get at the tasty tuber beneath the soil. Scratching futilely at the hard earth with her blunt fingernails, the female gracile gave up before too long, throwing up her hands in defeat.
'Watch and learn,’ the elder told her, a crafty look in his eyes. Shooing Bushwalker aside, Rockshaper proceeded to use his digger to break up then scrape away the compacted soil surrounding the shrub's roots, exposing the succulent tuber. He dug out the delicacy and shared it with his younger friend.
'Clever,’ Bushwalker said admiringly, brushing off the dirt and grit by rubbing the corm against her hairy upper arm before gnawing at the white, turnip-like flesh. Lacking the sturdier teeth and powerful jaw muscles that allowed the robusts to make short work of tough roots, graciles had to be content with nibbling tubers at their leisure.
'What other things can you do with that flattish stone?’ she asked between bites.
Rockshaper never got the chance to say, for Caverunner's shadow fell over them. ‘We're moving on,’ he crisply announced.
'Can't I collect some more stones?’ Rockshaper asked.
'We are leaving, with or without you.’ The gracile leader was unbending. ‘You should concentrate on finding food not flints.'
'Caverunner, look at what Rockshaper can do with his pebbles.'
Caverunner's response to Bushwalker's prompt was less than flattering as he confiscated her root for himself. ‘Females should be seen and not heard. Now run along with the old boy before I lose my temper.’ He bent down and gripped the oldster's wrist hurtfully, forcing him to drop the stone implement. ‘Leave your toy behind.'
Helping Rockshaper to his feet, the chastised maid walked him back to where the tribe was assembling under the shady trees to march. Glancing back over her shoulder, Bushwalker saw Caverunner contemptuously kick away Rockshaper's digger before shadowing the pair and she felt an irrational surge of anger quicken her blood.


Chapter Six'I must look ridiculous.'
Jinku glanced down at the panther. ‘I'm feeling none too comfortable myself, sir.'
Yowlar sympathised. He was entirely to blame however. Crippling his baboon guide presented the panther with a laughable dilemma. How was Jinku to show him around this land when he could not walk on all fours? The solution had been humiliatingly simple. The monkey was now nervously riding on the back of the fearsome cat, an inane product of their questionable partnership.
'I'm so hungry I could eat a whole stag-moose,’ moaned the shrunken, inked Sabretooth.
'What's that, sir?'
'A beast a lot bigger than that piddling leaf-muncher I pulled down earlier.'
Jinku was puzzled. The panther brought down a gazelle kid a short while ago but had not partaken of the kill. Gurgon-Rha had knobbled Yowlar in more ways than one with Tsor mind control, preventing the cat from feasting upon any animal other than the Uprights. Hunger was going to eventually rob Yowlar of his freewill and force him to stalk and kill the man-apes, else he would starve. A basic but effective tactic to cleverly ensure he was won over to Gurgon's cause.
'How far does this prairie go on for, Jinku?'
The baboon scratched his head. His furry mount was ambling through the untouched long grass edging the bulk of the savannah, his passage making a dry rasping sound as he went, heading away from the patchy bushland beneath a cloudless sky of purest blue. ‘Forever, sir. Firewind Veldt stretches for many days in all directions but hits barricades in the north and south.'
'What obstruction lies to the north?'
'A row of steep hills behind and to the side of us.'
'Is Scraggly Bush the only tract of wood of any note in the area?'
'Yessir. There are pockets of trees dotting the banks of the river feeding the waterhole, but they're so isolated as to be hardly worth mentioning.'
Forming a map of the region in his mind, Yowlar remembered with a pang of regret that Miorr had staked her claim to that particular region.
'There's a forest on the far shore of the lake. What of that?'
'That's the patch of jungle fringing the southern shore of Murky Watering, but Greenshadow's impenetrable and, and....'
'What, Jinku? Cough it up.'
'Said to be damned. The jungle swallows up any savannah animal crazy enough to enter it.'
'You mean they get hopelessly lost?'
'Nothing so fortunate,’ Jinku said, fluffing his hair agitatedly. ‘The jungle eats them sir!'
Unbothered by Squaremuzzle superstition, Yowlar glossed over his usher's fear and posed a query of greater relevance. ‘Are there any other waterholes hereabouts?'
'No siree. Not that I know of. Just the one.'
The panther uttered a smug little growl. If he was going to be left with no choice but to hunt the mortal enemies of the Tsor, he would do so his way. Every animal needed to drink, meaning Yowlar could simply stakeout the only watering spot in the region and lay in wait from the cover of the waterside scrub for the thirsty Uprights to show to quench their thirst. Yowlar caught himself. He was thinking, even acting contrarily. The heavyset Sabretooths never climbed trees, nor did they bother to skulk around drinking places on the off chance that prey would turn up. The pride merely hunted what they wanted whenever the mood took them. Africanised Sabretooths were vastly different cats. Yowlar had now an inbred affinity for trees and the grassiness of the unforested flatland unnerved him.
'Damn you, Gurgon,’ he cursed. ‘If you aren't already scavenged bones, may all your scales drop off one by one.'
'Sir, are you alright?’ Jinku asked the muttering cat.
'Fine!’ Yowlar snapped back. ‘What barrier fences the southern grassland?’ he insisted on learning, returning to his mental mapmaking.
'A horrible, withering place by the name of Wastesand. You don't want to go there, sir'
'Why ever not?'
'It is a desert.'
'What's that?'
'A treeless, barren domain of shifting sand dunes and blistering heat where the wind is said to strip the fur from your flesh and the sun sucks the moisture straight out of your body.'
'Sounds appealing. How does a cub like you know of it and the layout of the rest of this land in such detail?'
'We Squaremuzzles are a far ranging bunch. Whenever my troop meet up with a roving band I listen in to the older males talking, once the squabbling has died down. You can learn an awful lot from eavesdropping, sir. For instance, did you know that there are rumoured to be two-humped Longlegs actually living out in the sands?'
'Fascinating,’ Yowlar dryly remarked, not knowing nor really caring what manner of creature a Longleg was. It would have surprised him to learn that the African Longleg was close cousin to the Lumpback native to Sabretooth time and clime, both look-alike representatives of the camel family. Originating in the Americas like the horse, they too would die out in their native land but flourish in central Asia and Arabia.
Cresting a knoll, a refreshing breeze gusting in his face and tousling his ebony fur, the incurious panther spied again the giant bluish cone rising up out of the savannah over the waterhole like a gravestone. This time in a healthier frame of mind to better notice the misty peak, he voiced his interest. ‘At last, a recognisable landmark. What mountain is that?'
'Whitetop,’ Jinku supplied after scanning the horizon.
'No other mounts, I take it?'
'Only the pinnacle of rock slap bang in the middle of Scraggly Bush.'
The totally black Sabretooth yowled moodily. ‘This place is so foreign. No sunning rocks or tar pits ... just this infernal dry heat. When does summer end around here?'
'It hasn't started, sir. This is winter still.'
Even the regional weather was topsy-turvy! Cyclic changes affecting the savannah were confined to the wintertime dry spell and the summertime rainy season. Spring and autumn were banished from a landscape where seasonal changes were observed not by barely fluctuating temperatures but the absence of rainfall.
'It is customary to find a shaded spot at this time of the day,’ the baboon commented. He frowned. ‘Sir, just where are you from?'
'Someplace a lot cooler and wetter.'
Yowlar carried his unsure jockey down the other side of the mound and slumped in the small amount of shade the hillock provided, bucking Jinku off in the process. Landing with an oath, the baboon limped away to snooze.
'Not so fast,’ growled the panther, lazily slapping a paw on the monkey's stunted tail to prevent him crawling off. ‘The tour may be over, but you still have introductions to make.'
Jinku spent the better part of the afternoon naming the assorted African wildlife that wandered into view for Yowlar's benefit. The cat was again struck by the similarities between the locals and those beasts native to his former homeland. Familiar already with the hairless Tuskers, striped horses and thundering buffaloes, all having North American equivalents, there were a few genuine surprises for the migrant.
Giraffalopes seemed a physical absurdity, midway between an okapi and giraffe. Short-necked, with stilts for legs and jigsaw patterned hides, these thickly muscled herbivores were ornamented by two pairs of fuzzy, horn-like structures. The front set consisted of small, twinned horny protuberances, but the back pair was strikingly palmated and huge, reminiscent of stag-moose antlers in Yowlar's estimation. Jinku assured him the ungainly browsers could outrun the wind and break a hunter's jaw with one kick from their stalky limbs, while the cheetah was a bizarrely cattish attempt to emulate the Giraffalope body plan. Lithely limbed, the skinny-bodied Speeders seemed an abhorrent mishmash of feline and canid features. Curiously, back in Yowlar's original time and place a stockier cheetah did evolve to chase down the racy Pronghorns that sprinted blithely across the American prairie.
The bad tempered Nosehorns filled the void left by the lack of gargantuan Ground Sloths and Jinku strenuously cautioned the panther never to invoke a rhino charge. Yowlar spied no coyotes but rightly assumed that the black-backed jackal he watched guardedly lope by mid-afternoon filled that niche. Wolves were completely absent from this otherwise duplicate ecosystem, replaced by the equally noisy and detestable packs of piebald hunting dogs. All in all Yowlar was left with the impression that this foreign habitat was basically not so far removed from his old world, other than he no longer topped the food chain.
'What about the great cats I hear at night, Jinku? Why haven't we seen any of them?'
'The Roarers have enough sense to stay out of the hot midday sun, sir. They'll be out and about again come dark, worse luck.'
'Are they really so terrifying?'
Jinku shuddered. ‘And then some. They roam around in that big gang of theirs picking fights with any animal they don't immediately eat. Most nights they end up in a tussle with the resident Bonecrunchers.’ The enmity between lions and hyenas would progress as a longstanding feud carried through to modern times.
Yowlar knew he had heard right on his first night spent here. There definitely was a pride of big cats patrolling somewhere out there. ‘These Roarers, just where do they hang out?'
His monkey tour guide had to think for a moment. ‘I don't keep close tabs on them, but they seem to favour the strip of grassland between Scraggly Bush and Murky Watering.'
'That's one spot I'll avoid,’ the panther decided. If the Roarers were as big as they sounded he did not wish to tangle with one, let alone the whole bunch. Fighting a compulsion not his own and failing, he snarled irritably at Jinku. ‘Tell me about the Uprights.'
'The haughty two-legged apes ... how do you know of them? We've seen none walking out on the savannah today and I haven't once mentioned them.'
Yowlar wrinkled his nose and hissed. ‘A snake told me.'
'Don't trust those cobras, sir. They'd sooner spit in your eye than tell you the truth.'
'The Uprights,’ prompted the cat.
Gingerly rubbing his clawed leg, the baboon said, ‘I have nothing to do with them, so there's nothing to tell.'
'You sound hostile toward them,’ noted Yowlar.
'The Uptights think they're better than everyone else.'
'I can relate to an air of superiority,’ the Sabretooth muttered with rare candour, ‘but pride does come before a fall. Is there anything you do know about them?'
'If you don't mind me asking, sir, why the interest?'
'Lets just say I'm hungering to get close to the locals.'
Jinku reserved comment but said, ‘I know where they camp out.'
'That's more like it,’ purred Yowlar, a slitted look of cunning in his bright eyes. ‘Tell me.'
'Home-rock.'
Swinging his black head around to the west to view the vertical smudge of grey that was the basaltic tower of caverns clawing up out of Scraggly Bush like a giant talon, Yowlar exclaimed, ‘That's where we came from! Why didn't you say so earlier?'
The baboon flashed his eyebrows cheekily. ‘You never asked me, sir.'
* * * *Her feet ached terribly. Bushwalker trudged along the broad trail leading through the bush to Home-rock behind the rest of the tired Upright females. The troop had trekked many miles on their daily quest for food and water, and she was looking forward to getting back to the sanctuary of the caves to rest for the night. The mercilessly hot sun was dipping below the western horizon and the fading day gradually cool, the heavens afire with a soothing redness purpling the late afternoon shadows. Bushwalker put on a burst of speed. Before too long dusk would fall and bring with it the unpromising dark. She always wanted to be safely inside a cave before the terrifying feelers of night crept across the cringing land.
'Whoa, slow down girl!’ Rockshaper chided her. In her haste to return to the grottos Bushwalker ploughed into the back of the elder, causing him to spill the armful of stones he had gathered along the way and was transporting home.
'My fault,’ she mumbled apologetically, hurriedly kneeling to help the oldster scoop up his possessions.
Rockshaper smiled indulgently as Bushwalker heaped the pebbles back into his arms. Too old now to be part of the male protectors ringing the tribe on their daytime excursions, the old timer walked instead with the females and actually preferred their company. The males boringly discussed and debated personal prowess, while the less competitive females casually chatted amongst themselves. Rockshaper much preferred listening to juicy gossip than idle boasting.
'Are you planning to make another digger?’ Bushwalker asked him.
'Make a what?'
'A digger. That's what I'm calling this,’ she said, handing him the flat-ended pebble-tool he used to unearth the delectable tuber over lunch. Unbeknown to Caverunner she had doubled back to retrieve her friend's discarded shaped rock.
'You went back for it. Thanks!’ Rockshaper hefted the fussily crafted stone thoughtfully in his hand. ‘Dig-ger,’ he murmured. ‘I like it. Actually I wasn't considering shaping another digger straightaway. I have another project in mind to finish. Why do you ask?'
'I was hoping you might teach me to shape rocks. It looks like fun.'
The older Upright was amazed by the unexpected request. ‘It's not as easy as it appears,’ he cautioned. Rockshaper kidded her not. Current hominin hands were marvellous products of evolution, their straightened fingers a definite improvement on the curved finger bones that limited the manual dexterity of ape forebears. However, in light of a brain half the size of modern human intelligence controlling fine motor function, the complex task of knapping flint into even crude tools was especially demanding and the province of only a skilled practitioner. ‘Patience and practice is what's called for in order to fracture a cobble just right, so the flakes come away from the parent stone more or less how you want them to.'
'I'm up for it,’ Bushwalker avowed with the eagerness of youth.
'Caverunner won't approve.'
Bushwalker looked stricken.
Giving her a sly wink, Rockshaper dismissed her fears. ‘Which will make it that much more enjoyable, eh girl.’ She impulsively flipped over her upper lip and hugged the old male. ‘Steady on. You'll set tongues wagging.’ Rockshaper was especially proud of his long-time bachelorhood, in spite of his unrequited desire for Bushwalker.
'When can we start?’ she asked, her eagerness apparent.
'Not tonight, maybe tomorrow after the outing. Like I said before, there is another tool I mean to finish shaping first.'
Bushwalker murmured a hoot of disappointment.
'Come now, girl. What's the rush?’ mollified Rockshaper. ‘My stones won't be going anywhere.'
'You aren't getting any younger,’ the female rudely pointed out.
'Get away with you before I change my mind and chuck these rocks at you instead!’ Rockshaper said with a half-hearted bark of condemnation.
She skipped away, her tired feet not so weary now. Rockshaper ambled on ahead, muttering curses about ‘cheeky kids'. Treeclimber suddenly pulled up alongside Bushwalker. ‘Finished playing with the boys?’ she asked somewhat testily.
The handsomely yellowish-brown male was stung by the accusation.
'Actually, no,’ he said rather sheepishly, a boyish face peeping out from around his legs.
Bushwalker could not help but smile. The impish face belonged to Caverunner's son and Troublefoot was as mischievous as his given name implied. His feet were always landing him in all sorts of strife. She gazed warmly down at the wide-eyed juvenile. ‘What have you been up to today, little one?'
Puffing up his small chest, Troublefoot emerged from between Treeclimber's legs and proudly announced, ‘Treeclimber is teaching me to scale thorn trees. I made it all the way to the first branch.'
'Pretty soon you'll be climbing right up near the crown and raiding beehives,’ Treeclimber said encouragingly, patting his head. ‘Collecting honeycombs is a great incentive to climb higher.’ Troublefoot beamed even more and scampered away to find and tell his father of his accomplishment.
Bushwalker tugged at Treeclimber's hairy arm. ‘Are you being nice to him because he hasn't any friends his own age or because Caverunner is his dad?'
The male Upright shrugged noncommittally. ‘I'm fond of Troublefoot. He's a likable youngster, just misunderstood that's all.’ He gave Bushwalker an artful look. ‘Besides, it doesn't hurt to stay in the leader's good graces. I hear he's looking for a number two.'
'Treeclimber, you're incorrigible!'
'I certainly hope so, Bushwalker. You don't get anywhere by standing still.'
The path narrowed and steepened as they drew nearer to the hulking edifice of weathered volcanic stone that was Home-rock, its jagged summit rearing above the tops of the scattered trees like a welcome cloudbank.
'I had hoped to run into the robusts today,’ Treeclimber wished aloud.
'Whatever for? Bighand and his tribe are all rather scary.'
Treeclimber put his arm around Bushwalker's shoulder. ‘Don't worry, I'll protect you from the uglies.'
She pushed him away and sauntered up the track, moaning, ‘You are crazy.'
Catching her up, Treeclimber defended himself. ‘Not true. The robusts encroach upon our foraging grounds every day, stealing food and intimidating us. It's about time we stood up for ourselves and fought back.'
'And you're the one who's going to fight first?'
'Why not? By doing so I'll prove my mettle to Caverunner and he'll have to advance me up the male ranking.'
'Making you more attractive to we females in the process.'
'That'll be a side benefit,’ Treeclimber admitted. He failed to pick up on the jealous pitch in Bushwalker's voice.
'You are forgetting a few important things,’ she said in reproof. ‘The robusts are bigger and stronger, as well as outnumbering us.'
'I didn't say it was going to be easy, Bushwalker.'
She sighed in frustration. ‘Do you ever intend growing up?'
'Not if I can help it.’ As if to emphasise his point, he strayed from the beaten track and began cavorting about in the scrub.
Bushwalker slowed. ‘Treeclimber, I have something to tell you that may change your mind.’ She glanced about. He was nowhere in sight. ‘Treeclimber?'
'Over here. Come quick, I've found something.'
She struck off through the bush. There was a sobriety in his tone that made her hurry. Bushwalker found Treeclimber nervously erect beside an undersized fig bole, his mouth pressed against the bark as he conducted a closer examination with his pursed lips. ‘What's the matter ... discovered an old Hornbill nest?'
The male pulled away and turned around, his face unusually grave. ‘Something else. Take a look.'
Bushwalker ambled up to the twisted trunk.
'There, in the bark,’ he pointed out. Quarter way up the trunk, four scrape marks running lengthwise was scored deep into the thin, pale-brown bark. Yowlar's calling card, unmistakable even in the fading light.
Tracing the ragged scratches with her blunt-nailed fingers, Bushwalker asked in a fearful whisper, ‘What is it?'
Treeclimber's reply was not reassuring. ‘Danger, I'm guessing.'


Chapter SevenThe debate continued.
'Those scratches were probably made by a Roarer.'
'Since when did a Roarer or Speeder venture off the savannah into heavy scrub? It's unheard of.'
'Well, something made them.'
'Maybe a Hookbeak did.'
'Hah! Can't imagine one of those ugly suckers flapping about the foot of a tree.'
Bushwalker listened intently while the squabbling males tried to figure out the maker of those disquieting marks Treeclimber discovered scoring the fig trunk. Caverunner had assembled the Uprights in the largest grotto at the base of Home-rock for one of those infrequent tribal meetings when a dire emergency faced the community. The last such gathering had been in the leader's youth when a five year long drought threatened the well being of the gracile troop and the then current Caverunner convened a meeting to discuss survival options. On that occasion the leading Upright considerately listened to the proposals and resolutely decided to weather the exsiccation rather than sensibly migrate. After all, no homeowner rashly abandoned his ancestral abode on account of a dry spell.
Kneeling abjectly in the middle of the cavern in the company of the other females and their associated young, Bushwalker wanted so desperately to join in the discussion and offer her opinion. She was prevented from doing so by the constraints of tradition. Males dominated hominin society. Females attended such rallies but were not allowed to participate. She fidgeted manically while the circle of her supposed betters, sitting along the rough cave walls, argued wastefully back and forth.
'Let the boys sort it out, Bushwalker. They'll get to the bottom of this mystery,’ a feminine voice gently advised.
Bushwalker tore her attention away from the raging discourse and looked over at Caverunner's favourite female seated across the way. Cradling Troublefoot in her lap, Leafpicker stroked her dozing son's head lovingly. Devoted to Caverunner and his policies, the middle-aged mother was hardly objective and far too trusting. A faint, intermittent banging echoing through the musty cave air momentarily distracted the two females.
'I suspect the robusts.'
Bushwalker jerked her head back around. That was Caverunner's supposition.
'I think you're right, boss,’ chimed in Treeclimber.
She smiled. Trust him to back up his leader. Her beau really wanted to start a scrap with their rival Uprights and make himself into a hero.
'Why do you agree with Caverunner, boy?'
Treeclimber addressed the challenge from one of his older peers. ‘He makes sense. Bighand wants to expand his troop's territory. The thug knows where we live and it would be just like him to gouge out a marker in a tree trunk to proclaim his intent to take over our caves.'
'With his bare hands?’ Bushwalker blurted out incredulously.
Coming to his feet, Caverunner levelled a remonstrative stare her way that silenced the outspoken female. Strangely enough, afterward he posed to Treeclimber, ‘It's a fair question. Answer it.'
'Bighand by name, Bighand by nature.’ A chorus of supportive hoots greeted Treeclimber's simplistic assessment.
Caverunner gave a satisfied grunt. ‘I'm decided then. The robusts are truly our enemies.’ Despite this evening's forum the leader always had the final say in tribal matters. Democracy had yet to evolve amongst humankind.
'We go and brawl with them!’ Treeclimber proclaimed in an emphatic holler.
'Wrong. We stay put at night and keep out of their way in the daytime.'
'But Caverunner!'
'No buts, boy. Our cousins can easily outfight us. Better that we keep out of the rode entirely and search out fresh foraging grounds. However, precautions do need to be taken. I want everyone to be especially vigilant and to move only in groups when outside the caves. Righto, I declare this meeting over.'
The Uprights dispersed. A number of the younger males subsequently milled about, muttering protests under their breath. Spoiling for a fight that was not going to eventuate, they vented their frustration by mouthing whispered oaths of discontent, mindful not to let Caverunner overhear their criticisms of his wishy-washy leadership.
Bushwalker avoided Treeclimber, busy enough critiquing Caverunner's inaction to a party of his like-minded fellows, and exited the assembly cave alongside the throng. Outside, the shadowy cloak of night enshrouded Scraggly Bush, a mellow northeasterly softly crackling the acacia crowns.
Heeding her leader's call for prudence, she attached herself to a small group of females headed for the ground floor habitation grottos further along the wide base of Home-rock. Bushwalker quietly excused herself from their company upon reaching the first of the sleeping caves and slipped away. Squeezing her slim body into a narrow vertical fissure splitting a soaring rock wall off to one side, she braved the cramped and lightless confines of a natural passageway through the core rock. Guided by the rhythmic bash of stone striking stone breaking the thick silence, the sound becoming louder and more distinct with each step taken, the female nervously inched her way into a tiny, isolated grotto faintly illuminated by a shaft of moonlight from high above where a section of roof had long ago caved in to form a natural skylight. Rockshaper, surrounded by piles of various collected stones arranged on the remnants of the fallen ceiling, crouched within that moonbeam engaged in constructing another of his fabulous tools, looking for all the world like a celestial creator. This was his workshop where he could fashion his pebble-tools in solitude without fear of ridicule.
'I missed you at the meeting,’ she hooted to him.
He gave her a cursory look. Rockshaper seldom attended the compulsory assemblies, irked that Caverunner made his decisions regarding troop welfare irrespective of other viewpoints, especially the elders. ‘Something important must have transpired to make you feel your way through the blackness to reach me here, girl. I know how fond you are of the dark.'
'Caverunner thinks there is trouble brewing with the robusts and won't take action. Treeclimber and his mates are acting all gung-ho and may end up doing something rash.'
Rockshaper appeared unconcerned and continued working, chipping away flakes from the stone cobble with cool precision. ‘Your boyfriend won't dare defy our leader,’ he presumed after a moment's consideration. ‘Caverunner's decision is final. Not even the troop's incumbent hotheads can refute that.’ The elder stopped hammering for a second, his face assuming a pout expressing curiosity. ‘You sounded sceptical, my girl. Is there something else?'
Bushwalker wrestled with momentary indecision before replying. ‘I think Caverunner's mistaken about the threat.'
'The robusts have been a perpetual pain in our backsides.'
'And they probably always will be. That's not what I meant. Treeclimber came across a set of scratch marks about head high made in the trunk of the fig tree right outside the caves. That was the reason for the meeting being called. Every one of the males automatically assume it's some sort of warning left by Bighand.'
'You think otherwise.'
The Upright maid hunkered down beside the oldster. ‘Rockshaper, you've been around a lot longer than me.'
'That's a tactful way of saying I'm old.’ He resumed shaping his new tool.
'You have no doubt come across things I've not seen before.'
'Perhaps,’ he grudgingly conceded. ‘Where are you heading with this?'
'Just suppose that those scratches weren't made by any of the robusts, but something else.'
'Like what?'
'A clawfoot.'
'You mean a Roarer?'
'I'm not sure. Do you know of any race of big clawfoot other than the Roarers and Speeders?'
The industrious hammerer paused again. ‘Let me think. Nope, can't say I do. I take it you have seen these scratches for yourself.’ Bushwalker nodded in the gauzy moonlight. ‘What makes you certain it was a clawfoot that made them?'
'Cast your mind back to when Ditchjumper got chased down and mauled by a yearling Roarer last dry season. He barely escaped with his life from that encounter and bears the scars on his back where he was horribly clawed. The scratch marks in the bark remind me of those deep wounds of his.'
Rockshaper was pleased by her cleverness and said so. ‘It's a pity you were born a girl, Bushwalker. You would have made an admirable male. Come to think of it, probably a fine leader too, if only you'd show more confidence. You're far too shy.'
Incapable of blushing, Bushwalker grinned from the praise.
'Did you mention this theory of yours to Caverunner?'
'When would I ever get the chance to speak to him?'
'Yes, quite. He's hardly approachable.'
'Other than Treeclimber, who's only interested in one thing, you're the only male who lets me talk freely, Rockshaper.'
The shadows fortunately hid the old-timer's embarrassment. Males, from their teens upward, had only mating on their minds and he was certainly no exception, particularly when keeping company with such a desirable maid. Age hardly dulled lusty desires. He coughed nervously and said, ‘Caverunner is smart to avoid an outright confrontation with Bighand. We'd almost certainly come off second best. We can just as easily forage elsewhere and moving about in groups will certainly lessen the risk of attack, if that indeed is the intent of the robusts.'
Frowning, Bushwalker cocked her head thoughtfully. ‘How did you know about Caverunner's orders? I've not disclosed that part of the meeting.'
Lowering his voice to a conspiratorial hoot, Rockshaper confided to her, ‘The core of Home-rock is honeycombed with hollows, some of which we live in, most of which remain uninhabited and empty either because they're too small to use or too awkward to reach. Sound accordingly travels extraordinarily well throughout the complex. From this hidden little den I can overhear what is said in the assembly cave quite plainly. That is why I don't bother showing up to such gatherings personally. There's no need for me to be present.'
Bushwalker was struck by a disturbing thought and whispered back, ‘If you can hear them, then they are probably listening to us right now.'
Rockshaper abruptly began to laugh.
'What's so hilarious?’ she demanded.
'Bushwalker, you left the meeting because it ended.'
'Yeah.'
'Which means the cave was emptying while you were leaving.'
The female felt very dumb. There was a very good chance nobody remained in the assembly grotto to hear this conversation other than a few ignorant bats. Her discountenance turned into ire. ‘Since you've obviously been eavesdropping, old boy, listening to all that was said by the males in the meeting, why did you let me repeat everything?'
'For a bright girl, you can be incredibly thick. You probably don't fully realise this, but you are a thinker. That's an appreciable rarity in our tight little band of conformists. You needed to reason your way through your supposal to get the answer clear in your head. I was being helpful. Congratulations, tonight you learnt to think for yourself at long last.'
Bushwalker was set to disclaim her friend's intuitiveness, only could not. ‘How did you get to be so brainy, Rockshaper? Age must bring wisdom.'
The geriatric Upright grinned ruefully. ‘The only thing old age brings is achy joints. Brains are something you are born with, not develop. You merely have to brush the cobwebs off to let in the light of reasoning. Now, back to the problem at hand. There's a potentially dangerous intruder sniffing about Scraggly Bush and we must make preparations.'
'You believe me then, about the probable clawfoot?'
'Damn straight. Bighand isn't bright enough to groom himself let alone stage an invasion.'
'What do you suggest then, oh wise one.'
'Less of your lip, for starters. Caverunner has got the right idea of having everybody stick together. But it's not going to be nearly enough. We're not dealing with a bunch of half-wit robusts, but like you suspect a cunning meat-eater. For that we require something special.'
Bushwalker took the bait. ‘Such as?'
'This.’ The elder held aloft in his quivering hand the tool he had been patiently working on.
'What will this one do?’ she asked, studying the crafted stone in great detail. The softening lunar radiance picked out the rock's shape clearly, from the oval side its maker's trembling fingers were wrapped around to the hook of angled quartz pointing skywards and glinting promisingly.
Rockshaper smiled grimly. ‘Save us, when I finish it.'


Chapter EightThe night passed uneventfully.
Bushwalker vacated her grass bed at the extreme back of the cave. She had not slept a wink, flinching at the faraway sounds of the nocturnal hunters filtering up out of the plains. Throaty roars of prowling lions mingled with the hysterical cries of a contentious hyena pack. Imagining that every screech was uttered by the unknown scratcher kept the apprehensive female awake and on tenterhooks for the whole night. Half-expecting some devil-cat to materialise at the cave mouth anytime, she had overcome her discomfort of the dark and retreated to the rearmost section of the spacious grotto to await the dawn.
Joining the rest of the Uprights filing from the dim caves into the new day as the heavens underwent the usual morning transition from grey-black to pinkish-gold, Bushwalker noted Rockshaper's absence. ‘Where's the old-timer?’ she asked a passerby.
'I haven't seen him since yesterday,’ the approached female replied somewhat indifferently.
Assuming the elder remained busy shaping his pebble-tools, Bushwalker was about to turn around and head back up the slope to find him when Treeclimber bumped into her. ‘Hey, watch we're your going!’ she hooted irritably.
'Get out of my way then,’ he grouched back, stepping around her.
'What's gotten under your skin this morning? Don't tell me you're still upset about last night?'
Treeclimber refused to acknowledge the fact, but his sour face as he turned on his heels made it plain that he firmly resented Caverunner's policy of non-confrontation. ‘What are you doing going back to the caves anyhow?’ he snapped at Bushwalker, making her the focus of his bitterness.
'Rockshaper hasn't come down. I'm off to get him.'
'Leave him. The old coot's plumb crazy and you hanging out with him is not doing your reputation any good.'
'That's uncalled for. Just because you're in a bad mood there's no need to take it out on me.'
'Just some friendly advice, that's all. I'm fond of you, Bushwalker, but the girls are beginning to talk.'
She gave him a venomous look and acidly said, ‘Which of your harem, Raincatcher or Cloudlooker?'
Treeclimber ignored the barb. ‘They're saying that he's old enough to be your father and that your association is unnatural.'
'He's my friend.'
'Who is obsessed with stones!'
'Rockshaper is a visionary. He keeps coming up with new ideas that I'm sure will benefit the troop no end ... once we figure out how to apply them.'
'Listen to yourself. That's crazy talk,’ derided Treeclimber. ‘Be careful what you preach,’ he warned her. ‘Caverunner does not tolerate outspoken females, as well you know, and Rockshaper is already walking on a thin branch with him. His one saving grace is that he's too old to be considered subversive.'
'For someone who's so unhappy with our leader, you're awfully quick to support him.'
Treeclimber shut his trap. He was having difficulty reconciling his loyalty to Caverunner with his opposing personal feelings regarding the direction taken by the Home-rock leadership. ‘What did you want to say to me yesterday evening?’ the confused male tersely grunted, changing the subject.
Bushwalker was put off-guard by the query. ‘What?'
'You said you had something to tell me that'd make me grow up, just before I showed you the scratched tree trunk.'
'Oh that. It was nothing,’ she curtly said.
'Suit yourself.’ He stomped away in a huff. Bushwalker was glad. Never seeing this side of Treeclimber before, his seriousness troubled her.
Not bothering to chase up her elderly companion, Bushwalker fell into step with the rest of the troop as they trudged their way down through the sloping bushland and across the windblown savannah to Murky Watering. She mulled over Treeclimber's condemnation as she walked. Bushwalker genuinely liked the affable young male, which was the closest thing to love she could feel in a polygamous society, and sorely hated to jeopardise their intimate friendship. But he was wrong about Rockshaper. The oldest living Upright was innovative and blessed with foresight. Of that she was certain. The troop would profit greatly from his ingenuity, if only the likes of Caverunner and Treeclimber would open their eyes! Even so, her beau had planted the seed of doubt in her heart responsible for her not seeking out Rockshaper. Absently smoothing out the matted hair around her belly, Bushwalker sadly decided to cool things with the old brain for a while, at least until after she—
Shouts interrupted Bushwalker's musing and the group she was meandering with slowed to a halt. ‘Who is making all that ruckus?’ she demanded to know from a fellow female ahead of her.
'I'm not sure,’ came the reply. ‘By the sounds of things the males are having a set to with somebody.'
'Boys will be boys,’ added another.
Pushing through the crowd of her stopped peers, Bushwalker came to stand behind the front rank of the posturing males. They were parading about, hooting and hollering loudly at some unseen threat. Hopping up on tiptoes, the smallish female strained to see around their bigger and hairier bodies. Her nosiness paid off. Poking her head through a gap between two jostling males, each trying to outdo the other with shouted threats and insults, Bushwalker gasped with fright. Not ten yards distant the antagonistic robusts blocked the shallow incline the universally used track leading to the regional waterhole dipped into. Judging by the stern looks on their snub-nosed faces and answering screams of disrespect, they were not planning to budge anytime soon.
'Don't do anything hasty, boys!’ exhorted Caverunner, hurriedly shouldering his way forward through the milling females from his customary walking position amongst them to stand staunchly at the head of his worried troop. The taunts and jeers, growing steadily bolder and coarser, abruptly dropped away to nothing on both sides when the loudest pant-hoot of them all blasted the name-callers into an awkward silence.
'Caverunner! I was wondering when you would come out of hiding from behind your females, you scrawny, flea-bitten son a Squaremuzzle.'
Bushwalker held her breath as the foremost robusts parted ranks to admit a true giant of an Upright to the van of their group. She had only glimpsed Bighand from afar on two separate occasions and now that the leader of her rival cousins was within sprinting distance he seemed larger than life. Twice the weight of Caverunner and a full head taller, the man-sized hominin glowered at the graciles with widely spaced unfriendly eyes. His broad-cheeked face, compared to theirs, was positively huge, the obvious differences being a squashed nose set above jutting jaws. Bighand grimaced threateningly, his cheerless smile showing off to good effect the massive teeth used to grind up the tough vegetation that entirely formed the robust diet.
Clearing his throat, Caverunner bravely said, ‘You're blocking the way, Bighand.'
The dirty-brown haired colossus unperturbedly scratched his grey-flecked chin with a meaty hand. ‘That's sort of my intent,’ he declared.
'Move aside, please. My band is thirsty.’ Caverunner's bark was admirably polite.
The refusal was not. ‘Rack off, skinny. I'm claiming territorial rights to Murky Watering.'
'You can't! The waterhole is communal property. That has been an unsaid understanding between all the animals since the beginning of Time.'
Bighand was immovable. ‘I'm changing it. Now clear off before I have my boys deal to you.'
'Steady on, Bighand, I don't want any trouble.'
'I'd say it's a little late for that.’ Bighand gave a signalling hoot and half a dozen hirsute bodies on either side of the gracile troop promptly stood up from where they had crouched hidden behind the screening grass. Bushwalker noted with no small measure of concern that a goodly number of those solidly built ambushers carried broken tree branches as clubs.
'I knew this was coming,’ one of the Home-rock males griped. Bushwalker, recognising Treeclimber's angry tone, could not tell where he was placed. ‘Surely Caverunner won't back down now,’ she heard him further carp.
Although he lacked the complex brainpower for doing sums, Caverunner understood well enough that his troop was woefully outnumbered. Even if the positions were reversed, a single male robust was easily the equal of two of his gracile opponents. He prudently hooted the order to withdraw. Not even thirst would compel him to tangle with the stockier hominins.
'We're running away again,’ Treeclimber grumbled to a compatriot. ‘I'm sick of us backing down every single time.'
'Better this than getting our skulls bashed in with those heavy sticks of theirs,’ his companion wryly observed.
Bushwalker silently concurred, turning with the mob as they edged away from the confrontational robusts. She did not want to get caught up in the middle of a tussle for dominance between testosterone driven males.
Nobody was sure who threw that first stone, but pandemonium erupted rather quickly after it bounced off the nut of one of the thickheaded robusts off to the side. Eyes glazing over, he stiffened and collapsed, prompting his short-tempered buddies to avenge his downfall. They fell upon the startled graciles, whooping and clubbing indiscriminately from both sides. Panic immediately set in as the backtracking troop from Home-rock retreated in a blind rush.
Bighand's bellow lifted above the commotion. ‘Caverunner, you and your rabble will pay dearly for starting this!'
Vainly trying to restore order, Caverunner hoarsely shrieked, ‘Lead males ... protect the females and young ‘uns!’ He gave up after being knocked to the ground by a glancing blow to the small of his back from a club-toting robust aggressor. Getting up clumsily, he brushed against Bushwalker and implored, ‘Get back to the caves any way you can, girl!’ before he himself fled at a stagger.
She did not need to be told twice. Bushwalker had a fleeting glimpse of Treeclimber recklessly hurling himself at the attackers, supported by a couple of equally foolhardy mates, before she was swept along with the escaping band. A bemused male stumbled past her, clutching at a dangling broken arm. She watched him totter a few paces only to be brought down by an oncoming enemy who beat at him with a crooked stick about the legs and body. The ragged butt of a wooden club swung whistling out of the air behind Bushwalker to catch her on the full at the base of her head with a resounding thwack. Stars exploded before her eyes and she lurched forwards, falling onto her hands and knees on the trampled vegetation. The stunned female started to crawl unthinkingly into the cover of the long grass siding the battlefield before she passed out.
* * * *'Feisty lot, aren't they?'
Studying the one-sided battle between the warring Uprights from his vantage point up a lone acacia tree growing defiantly out on the limitless savannah, Yowlar flicked his tail interestedly. There was faint note of amusement in his observation.
Jinku grunted. He was perched on the gnarled branch directly below the watchful panther. His injured leg, plus an inbred wariness coupled with the tree's hooked and spiky thorns, prevented him from climbing further to sit beside his intrigued feline master. This was Yowlar's introductory glimpse, albeit a distant one, of the man-apes and he was understandably curious. The baboon shared the cat's inquisitiveness, not out of any desire for learning mind you. The Uprights were already as familiar to Jinku as the sun and the wind, though no less of a mystery. What had him fascinated was the aberrant behaviour of the hominins. He had on occasion seen them squabble, but never resort to open brawling.
The oddball pair looked on as a couple of the graciles bravely fronted up to their burlier adversaries in an effort to cover the withdrawal of their brethren, only to be beaten senseless by the stick-carrying gang of robusts.
'Maybe they'll save me the trouble of the hunt by killing themselves all in one go,’ the ebony cat mused. The absurdity of his statement dawned on Yowlar almost immediately. Gurgon-Rha conditioned him to feed exclusively on the man-apes. Ergo, if they were all dead he would starve. Besides, he would miss the enjoyment of the stalking and ensuing kill. The panther blinked languidly. ‘Jinku, you did not disclose that there were two forms of Uprights.'
'Sir, you never—'
'Wait, my fault for not asking.'
The baboon felt cheated at being robbed of finishing what was becoming his trademark saying.
'I'm asking now,’ established Yowlar.
'Well, there are big ones and small ones.'
'Thanks for the eye-opener. Give me specifics.'
'What do you wish to know, sir?'
'Which group hangs out at those caves you mentioned yesterday?'
'The little guys do. That's probably where they're running to now. Can't say I blame them.'
'The others?'
Jinku thought hard for a moment. ‘They don't have any fixed territory that I'm aware of and just roam Firewind Veldt at will, sleeping at night in whatever trees are handy to roost in.'
'Then what are the Upright prides contesting, if not land?'
'Perhaps hair-care tips.'
The growl the Sabretooth gave the comedic baboon was unrepeatable. He returned his attention to the drama being enacted out on the dry and dusty savannah. The graciles were beating a hasty retreat from their violent cousins who, oddly enough, did not appear to be giving chase but were milling about indecisively, seemingly baffled by the ease of their victory. Lapsing automatically into the calculating mindset of the hunter, Yowlar zeroed in on his unfamiliar prey items and sifted through what physical attributes and behaviourisms he could readily discern at this range. He then made his choice.
'Sir, where are you going?’ Jinku enquired as the panther effortlessly dismounted from the bough he had been reclining on.
'We're going on the prowl,’ Yowlar informed the baboon, ‘so hurry up and get your bare butt down on the ground. We've got Uprights to maul.'
'We?'
'I'll need a scout where we are going.'
'Hold on there, sir,’ objected Jinku. ‘I'm a lover, not a fighter. At least I will be once I get my own harem together.'
'It's not a request,’ the black cat stated, sitting on his haunches at the base of the thorn tree, staring up at the unwilling monkey with those pitiless yellow eyes of his.
Jinku, hampered by his clawed leg, clambered down the trunk with tortured slowness, complaining all the way. ‘Sir, you don't need me as a guide if you're going after that lot,’ he muttered, pointing at the stationary robusts. ‘They won't exactly be hard to miss strolling out on the grassland.'
Yowlar clouted the smart-mouthed baboon with a punishing forepaw that sent Jinku rebounding off the tree trunk.
'Mighty kind of you to keep your claws sheathed, sir,’ the smarting baboon thanked him from where he lay prone on the ground, his head ringing.
'I'm not interested in them, fool.'
The slapped monkey got up. ‘I was afraid of that.'
The wily Sabretooth proceeded to give his primate servant an impromptu lesson in hunting. ‘Listen well and learn. Always go for the weak and sickly, or the very young. Never endanger yourself by tackling healthy and alert prey. Forget that rule and you'll wind up getting your teeth kicked in or worse.’ Yowlar looked over Bighand's pride critically. ‘Take those Uprights over there. They're certainly meatier than the cubs they were fighting, but their bigness makes them stronger and potentially harder to kill. They are also nomadic, so we'll never be sure where to find them on a daily basis. That means we leave them alone and concentrate on the cave dwellers.’ Gurgon, after all, failed to specify which of the man-ape bands to hunt. Yowlar snarled menacingly at Jinku and added, ‘Don't mistake prudence for weakness either.'
'I wouldn't dream of it, no sireee.’ Rolling over and forwards, the baboon presented his crimson buttocks to Yowlar.
'What are you doing?'
'The Squaremuzzle display of submission.'
'Cut it out. It's off-putting.’ Refocusing on the hominins, Yowlar made the assertion, ‘Anyhow, there are others close by who'll take care of those big Uprights soon enough.'
Jinku construed the panther's meaning right enough and gave him a baffled look. ‘I figured you were alone out here, sir.'
Yowlar sullenly showed his much-reduced fangs. ‘I am alone.'
* * * *The wind blew fitfully. Somewhere deep in Bushwalker's subconscious she felt the breeze tugging at her pelt and it stirred her back to life. Groaning, she lifted her throbbing head off the grass-strewn dust and almost passed out from the effort. Fifteen minutes elapsed before the concussed female garnered enough strength to roll over and sit up. She promptly vomited, feeling no better for it.
Wiping her mouth with the back of her hairy hand, unable to recall a single occurrence prior to the blow from behind, she wondered hoarsely, ‘What fell on me ... a Tusker?’ Her head swam, her eyes could not focus, and her exploring hands gingerly found what had to be an ostrich egg-sized lump protruding from the back of her head.
Bushwalker peered about. It was pointless really, her blurred vision failing to distinguish anything other than general shapes and colours, the yellow-brown field of waving grasses and the brilliant blue wash of the sunny heavens naturally being predominant. Perhaps it was for the best that she could not see the vultures circling overhead, drawn by the bloodshed below. Bighand kept his mob in the vicinity immediately after the altercation in order to forage, since the scuffle made the victors hungry, but they had recently departed and the timorous scavengers were now being drawn in by the smell of death. Soon enough the Hookbeaks would be joined by the yapping jackals and insanely laughing hyenas, when they would all begin scrapping over individual claims to the carrion.
She got up and staggered blindly across the veldt. Instinct was driving Bushwalker home. Perilously alone in the African wilds, the female Upright was following the only course of action open to her: to reach Home-rock and the safe unity of her troop. Not knowing how long she had lain unconscious or why she had become separated from her people, Bushwalker stumbled along on her unsteady legs as the unblemished skies reddened off to the west. The pressing need to get back to the reassuring solidness of the caves was overriding her hunger and thirst. The pad of heavy footfalls coming up to her caused the Upright maid to slow and warily turn.
'Out for a stroll on your own, hairball?’ a husky voice enquired.
That was the sarcastic growl of a big cat. Bushwalker wheeled about and attempted to flee. All at once she was sent sprawling as the unseen feline bounded up to the terrified gracile and knocked her flat from behind. Rolling onto her back, reeling from the rank breath against her face, Bushwalker could hear her assailant panting and feel its drool wetting her bare cheek. The ground inexplicably shuddered and the uncomforting presence was gone.
Her sight cleared abruptly. Bushwalker, prostrate and defenseless on the savannah, stared up at the ugliest mug she had ever seen in her life. It was big and black and crowned with a massive set of horns that swept down and outwards before curling up into hooked tips ten feet apart. That brutish headpiece framed an equally unlovely face with a squarish snout and notched, downward facing ears flicking restlessly. The dark eyes regarding the stunned hominin were kindly though, as was the huge tongue that roughly licked her surprised face. ‘Me Ugnap,’ the owner of that hideous face declared. ‘Me save you.'
Bushwalker rose, spying a young, half-maned male lion pacing frustratingly to and fro a few yards away, and said, ‘You certainly did.'
'Ugnap finish now,’ her saviour told her.
Bushwalker cringed as the bull Curvehorn thudded past her toward the tawny cat. He was a veritable monster on the hoof. She fell short of even coming halfway up to his beefy shoulder.
'Bad cat go. No hurt ground monkey,’ he informed the lion.
The big cat snarled ferociously, but started to back away. ‘Why don't you leave, you dumb ox! This is no concern of yours.'
'You stay, Ugnap kill.'
Bushwalker was impressed by her protector's bluntness. Who in their right mind would challenge this two-ton giant?
'I'm hungry. Maybe I'll eat you instead of her,’ the lion rashly threatened. Nobody said that the king of the beasts was smart.
Ugnap stopped and pawed the ground with a sturdy front hoof. ‘Roarer go,’ he reiterated.
'You can't make me, you big bully!'
The buffalo shook his helmet of horns and bellowed challengingly. He loudly thought otherwise.
Instantly changing his mind, the lion spat, ‘You'll regret this. I have brothers,’ before trotting indignantly away.
The strapping colossus watched the retreating predator and swore, ‘Bring herd-mates. Ugnap trample all.’ Swivelling his bulk around, he returned to where Bushwalker stood quaking. ‘Name have you?’ he asked her.
'Bushwalker.'
'Where herd, Bushwalk?'
'That's Bushwalker,’ she corrected him.
'Me say that. Herd where?'
The hominin female heaved a sigh. Ugnap's brain clearly did not match his size. Answering his question, she said, ‘I hope back at Home-rock. That's where I'm headed,’ gesturing with a pained nod toward the cave-pocked stone tower in the near distance.
The buffalo gave a perplexed snort. His eyesight was not terribly strong. ‘Ugnap come,’ he decided.
'Look, big guy, I'm thankful for the help and all, but I am a big girl. I can walk home from here unescorted.'
'Me come. Make Bushwalk safe.'
Realising this was an argument she had no chance of winning Bushwalker relented. ‘Okay, but only so far as Scraggly Bush. I doubt I could satisfactorily explain you away to Caverunner or anyone else if you're seen with me.’ She started walking, the mountain of beef trailing behind like a lovesick calf. Curious, Bushwalker asked, ‘Why did you help me back there?'
Ugnap did not reply.
'Oh, the strong silent type,’ the Upright surmised.
'Me very strong.’ Flattery could always loosen a reluctant tongue.
'Where is your own troop, Ugnap?’ Bushwalker turned her head around to see the dim-witted bull struggling to comprehend. Got to think Curvehorn she reprimanded herself. ‘Ugnap, where herd?'
That did the trick. ‘Me old. Herd drive off.'
Bushwalker was mortified by his explanation. Hominin geriatrics were habitually cared for by the troop, any individual's rare longevity counted as a storehouse of hard earned survival skills to be tapped, not discarded. It would prove a crucial human survival strategy in millennia to come. Turning the old out of the caves to die a lonely death on the plains was an unthinkable and reprehensible notion. ‘Is that why you rescued me? For the company?'
'Ugnap lonely,’ the bull admitted.
The female gracile laughed out loud.
Short-tempered in the extreme, Ugnap took offence, snorting, ‘What funny, Bushwalk?'
'Sorry, Ugnap. I am not laughing at you, honestly I'm not. It's fair enough that you want companionship, but you have to concede that we—an Upright and a Curvehorn—make the strangest pair.'
Ugnap wrestled with that idea. Unfortunately he lacked the mental capacity and words to express his belief that their pairing, while unusual, was no stranger than the sleek black cat and its monkey jockey he had earlier seen pacing toward that rock chimney Bushwalk called home.


Chapter Nine'Bushwalker, you're back!'
The footsore gracile maid lifted her weary eyes as she hobbled the final few steps up the slope to Home-rock. Rockshaper blazed like a beacon in the dark of night, his grey hair silvered by the luminous moon. Concern registered on his grave face, softened now by the joyousness at Bushwalker's safe return. That joy quickly sank back into worry when he noticed her limp.
'A brush with a Roarer,’ she casually explained. Cresting the rise, Bushwalker came to a complete standstill and closed her eyes, soaking up the comforting feel of rock beneath her aching feet. It felt good to be home.
Rockshaper hastened out of the gloomy cave mouth he had been conducting his silent watch for her from since sundown and started fussing over her. Bushwalker sported a deep gash across her left calf where the lion swatted her and a nasty bump on the back of her head. ‘What else happened to you?’ he asked.
'Beats me. I think I whacked my head and knocked myself silly while out foraging this morning, cos I woke up lying face down on the veldt. Funny thing is, I have no memory of doing it and I can't for the life of me figure out why the troop left me behind.'
'You don't recall the fight with the robusts?'
Opening her tired eyes, Bushwalker frowned at the elder. ‘What are you talking about?'
'I think you had better sit,’ Rockshaper suggested.
That was no problem for the sapped female, actually more of a relief. She slumped onto the bedrock with Rockshaper squatting behind, doctoring the tear on her outstretched leg. Stripping a handful of leaves from a leftover branch of freshly gathered bedding for the upper caves, he thoroughly masticated the foliage in his mouth before spitting out the ball. Squashing and halving it, he dabbed Bushwalker's wound, cleaning away the dirt and dried blood, utilising the remainder as a sticky compress with which to bandage her injury. Rockshaper completed his simple but effective ministering by retrieving from his stockpile of wild pear bark a sliver for Bushwalker to chew on. A mild painkiller for alleviating sprains and bruises, the medicinal tree skin came in handy for the old male who accidentally banged a finger or thumb under a hammerstone with hurtful regularity.
'What's been happening?’ Bushwalker demanded as she chewed, Rockshaper grooming her back reassuringly.
'From what I've been able to piece together,’ he started, ‘there was violence between the robusts and us earlier today. Granted, I haven't the full gist of how things flared up but the ending is pretty clear. We got our butts seriously kicked.'
His summation melted Bushwalker's amnesia. ‘Wait, I remember ... the fighting, the fleeing. What of the others?'
'Came wandering back in dribs and drabs all afternoon each hooting the same sad story.'
'Was Treeclimber with them? The last I saw of him he was going up against Bighand and his boys like a gust of wind.'
Rockshaper grew reticent, alarming Bushwalker.
'He's not missing, is he?'
'Your boyfriend came traipsing home shortly before dusk, looking the worse for wear yet very much in the land of the living,’ the oldster informed her.
She heaved a sigh of relief then pursed her lips. ‘But if he's home and okay, why didn't he come searching for me?’ The reality hit Bushwalker harder than the clubbing she had received. ‘Oh. He really doesn't care for me,’ she bitterly worked out.
'I wanted to spare you.’ Rockshaper sounded genuinely sorry. ‘Treeclimber is out to sow his oats, Bushwalker. I know his type. He's not ready for an exclusive relationship.'
'Thanks for the insight. Unfortunately it's a little too late.’ Bushwalker hopped up and headed for the nearest cave.
Mystified, Rockshaper followed. ‘Where are you going?'
'To get some sleep. It has been a long day.'
'We haven't finished talking. I'd like to know how you managed to walk home alone in the middle of the night without protection, escaping from a Roarer attack with the littlest of scratches?'
She turned on the caring elder. ‘You males are all the same. It's all about what you want.’ Bushwalker left Rockshaper standing dumbly there as she hobbled off to her bed.
The next morning she sought out her old friend and sidled up to him apologetically. He was typically tinkering with his stones in the disused side cavern. ‘About last night...’ she began.
'It's forgotten, girl. You were exhausted, that's all.'
'That is very accommodating of you, Rockshaper.'
He glanced at her. ‘You look tired still. How's the leg?'
'Throbbing.'
Giving her a fresh piece of painkilling bark, he asked, ‘Did you sleep alright?'
'As a matter of fact, no I didn't.’ Bushwalker had not eaten and was powerfully thirsty, but those discomforts were not the cause of her sleepless night as she explained between medicinal nibbles. ‘I had the strangest feeling of being watched that kept waking me up every time I was on the verge of nodding off.'
'Probably just the after-effects of the battle,’ concluded Rockshaper. ‘It must have been a pretty traumatic ordeal.'
'It was frightening,’ conceded Bushwalker. ‘You were lucky to miss out on all the drama. Why did you stay behind yesterday anyhow?'
'To finish off this.’ The aged artisan proudly held up the tool of hooked quartz he had just completed shaping to his satisfaction.
'Looks the same as it did the first time you showed it to me,’ commented Bushwalker. She reached out to grab the angular rock and pulled her hand back sharply. ‘Ouch, that hurt.'
'I've honed the edge further,’ Rockshaper said with a guilty smile.
'So I noticed,’ murmured the injured female, holding out the sliced tip of her index finger as proof positive. Droplets of blood from the deep cut spattered on the cave floor and Bushwalker instinctively put the digit in her mouth to suck it away. The taste, while unfamiliarly metallic, was oddly likable.
'You might want to chew some more bark,’ he recommended.
'What are you calling this little menace?’ she mumbled enquiringly.
'You seem to have a knack for labelling my inventions. I'll let you name it.'
'How about fingercutter?'
'Cutter sounds appropriate,’ Rockshaper approved, shortening the name.
Taking her finger out of her mouth, Bushwalker said, ‘I'd like to stay and discuss what uses you have in mind for this finger pricker of yours, but I want to catch up with Treeclimber before we head out scavenging. There is still something he needs to be made aware of.'
'Anything interesting?'
'I reckon so. I'm pregnant.'
Rockshaper dropped his pebble-tool from the shock. ‘You sure?'
Sighing, Bushwalker said, ‘It is my first time, but a girl knows these things.'
The old-timer gave a low, drawn out hoot and picked up his stone. ‘And Treeclimber's the lucky male?'
She gave him a scathing frown. ‘I've not been with anyone else.'
'Sorry, had to ask. You are planning to tell him then.'
'I was ... only now I'm not so sure. Like you said, he's not ready to settle down.'
'Bushwalker, he's gonna find out eventually. This is not something you can exactly hide from him.'
'Probably not. I'll decide when I see him face to face. Know where he is?'
'I don't think you'll have much trouble finding him. Listen.'
She cocked her head and heard the faint echo of voices emanating from the assembly cavern. ‘There's a tribal gathering going on!’ Bushwalker should have expected it in light of the fiasco the day before.
'If you hurry you might just catch the start of the meeting,’ Rockshaper urged her.
Bushwalker squeezed her way back through the slim passage linking Rockshaper's workshop to the outside, his familiar hammering as he resumed his tool shaping on her heels. She made a hurried right and raced along the base of Home-rock as fast as her limp allowed. Making another right hand turn, she burst into the high-ceilinged vault housing the entirety of the gracile troop. Feeling self-conscious due to her lateness, Bushwalker sheepishly shuffled through the cordon of males and seated herself with the grouped females, stretching out her injured leg. She pointedly avoided eye contact with Caverunner, whose look of surprise at the reappearance of the missing female became a glower of annoyance at her intrusion.
'As I was saying before the interruption,’ he sniped, ‘our only option is to go further afield to forage. I hereby declare Murky Watering and its surrounding grasslands out of bounds.'
It was Treeclimber who voiced the general objection. ‘That's our chief source of drinking water, boss.'
Bushwalker scanned the ring of males squatting along the wall and picked out her opinionated beau on the far side of the cave. With an unkempt pelt and caked blood matting the hair of his right shoulder and forearm, Treeclimber had admittedly looked better. His untidy state was matched by his mood.
'We must have access to the pool, Caverunner,’ he stated adamantly, ‘or we'll surely die from thirst. It can't be made off limits.'
'Don't be so theatrical. We'll find another waterhole somewhere.’ The head gracile tried to be optimistic but did not come across as sounding terribly hopeful. Murky Watering, despite its unappealing title and algal mats scumming the shallows, was the only reservoir of freshwater in a twenty-mile radius.
Treeclimber mirrored his leader's pessimism. ‘There isn't anything else under a day's walk from here and you know it.'
'It can't be helped.'
'There is an alternative,’ offered the junior male.
'I'm open to suggestions, Treeclimber.’ That was a first!
The outspoken Upright stood and in a challenging tone said, ‘We take back our drinking and feeding rights from Bighand and his bullies by force.’ His backup group hooted their approval.
'Quiet down!’ commanded Caverunner. A silence so heavy that you could have heard a grain of dust drop enveloped the cavern. Rockshaper, listening in, had even paused his background toolmaking. ‘Are you forgetting the events of yesterday morning?’ the troop leader scornfully put to Treeclimber.
'No, but—'
'Need I remind you that Plainscrosser and Stonehopper haven't come back and are probably feeding the scavengers right about now?'
'I was with them, Caverunner, and lucky myself to escape the fracas. You don't need to tell me their fate.'
'Or that the majority of us are sporting bumps and bruises thanks to robust brutality. My own back is killing me from the blow it was dealt.'
'You've made your point, boss.'
'Not by a long shot. How do you propose to defeat Bighand, by simply asking him to leave us alone?'
'I...'
'Perhaps you and your accomplices plan to throw another rock as a means of persuasion, hmmm? That worked so well last time.'
Treeclimber sat back down and sulked. He had spoken on impulse and not thought matters through, the result of which made him look like an idiot. He could see his promotion winging away like a flapping pelican.
It was Caverunner's turn to rise and he paced the cave floor angrily, addressing his troop in curt barks. ‘Listen up! The situation stands at this: the robusts have the upper hand and that won't ever change. They are bigger and beastlier. We cannot, dare not, stand against them. Our survival depends on us keeping a low profile and not antagonising Bighand further.'
'What if he decides that he wants to occupy Home-rock?'
Caverunner stared the poser of that valid question down. ‘Then we relocate, Grubtaster.'
'Abandon our caves?'
'If need be.'
'Death is preferable to being homeless.'
'Not to my mind it isn't. No more lives are to be sacrificed over a futile land dispute. The welfare of the troop is my paramount concern. We back down. I will deal harshly with anyone who stirs up trouble between the robusts and us. By that, I mean to banish any of you who wantonly disobey me.’ He scanned the faces of his incredulous fellow males challengingly, repeating his authoritative hoots to make his caveat perfectly understood. ‘Any wrongdoer will be turfed out of Home-rock faster than yesterday's carrion.'
Bushwalker was floored by the threat. There was no severer penalty than expulsion and to her knowledge the punishment of exile had never been passed in hominin history. To be cast out of the troop was an incommutable death sentence.
His mind made up, Caverunner wrapped up the meeting by decreeing, ‘Stormsniffer, take Thornchewer and go looking for water out northeast. Follow a Tusker herd if you're able to. That'll be our best bet for locating a new water supply.'
Caverunner was almost as renowned for his practicality as he was for his cautiousness. Fast approaching the height of the dry season, there was always the increased risk of drought at this time of year. The river feeding Murky Watering had already dried up into a trickle that would vanish soon enough into dust and elephants had a reliable reputation for digging out mini waterholes in the dry riverbed.
'The rest of us will forage in and about Scraggly Bush for the next day or so,’ Caverunner concluded, ‘just to be on the safe side. I want Bighand to have a chance to cool off. Let me reiterate that nobody goes anywhere outside the caves unless in pairs or a group, and no-one at all goes near Murky Watering.’ His hardnosed gaze fell pointedly on Treeclimber. ‘I appreciate that you're all thirsty and I promise to find us another waterhole before too long.'
The graciles meandered from the cavern, unhappy at the prospect of scrounging about in the spartan bushland for food but wisely keeping their reservations and rumbling stomachs to themselves. Caverunner's word was final and none dared to speak against him in his present frame of mind. Except for Treeclimber.
'Excuse me, boss,’ he grunted respectfully, pulling his leader to one side of the departing man-apes. ‘I'm volunteering to look for water with Stormsniffer and Thornchewer.'
'Why?'
'Because I want to, chief.'
'Feeling responsible, boy?'
'I didn't hurl that stone, Caverunner. I don't know who did, but I swear it wasn't me.'
The gracile leader was unswayed. ‘I can't trust you, lad. You're not going. That's final.'
Treeclimber fumed as Caverunner stomped out of the grotto. He would find a way to redeem himself in the eyes of his chieftain.
'Are you okay, honey?’ It was Bushwalker.
'Glad to see you back in one piece,’ the preoccupied male mechanically said, rubbing his battered shoulder.
'Did you miss me?'
'What? Oh, yeah. Sure.'
'Treeclimber, I might have been dead!'
'But you're not. Now be a good girl and run along. I have a problem to figure out.'
Bushwalker stood there, gazing at him with teary eyes.
'Is there something more you want to say?’ he harshly asked her.
She limped crying from the cave down into the encompassing bushland and hid amongst the thorn thickets sobbing uncontrollably for a good quarter hour.
'Why Bushwalk blubber?'
Turning around, Bushwalker glimpsed Ugnap through her tears. He had come up on her from the rear. For all his bulk the buffalo moved through the branchy scrub as silently as a cat. Drying her eyes with her knuckles, she revealed, ‘Male trouble.'
Ugnap snorted. ‘Me stomp him.'
She indulged the simpleton bull with a smile. He possessed a heart as big as his body. ‘Thanks, but that's not necessary. Why are you still hanging about Scraggly Bush anyhow? I said you didn't have to linger after you walked me home last night.'
'Ugnap Bushwalk's friend. Me stay.'
Bushwalker, flattered by the attachment, hardly needed a buffalo nursemaid. Excusing herself, she returned upslope to the caves and spent the remainder of the day in isolation, shunning even Rockshaper's company.
The next few days were something of a drudgery for the Home-rockers. Caverunner's prudence became nigh on intolerable, for he kept his troop well within the safe bounds of Scraggly Bush. Tempers grew short due to the increasing thirst and scarcity of food. The hunt for water proved fruitless, as Murky Watering, despite shrinking daily from the stifling heat, had not shrunk sufficiently to prompt the Tuskers to start water divining the riverbed. Caverunner subsequently directed his searchers to try their luck out south at the foot of the mountainous Whitetop. They had yet to meet with success, returning at the dusky close of each day with bleak news of a scornful, waterless land.
Bushwalker retreated into herself. Rockshaper was thoroughly engrossed with his toolmaking and Treeclimber so busy scheming to get back into the good graces of his penalising leader that she seldom saw either. She let herself go completely, not bothering with grooming at all. Her lustrous ebony pelt, admired by the males and envied by the females, degenerated into a greasy and knotted mess grimed with dirt and excrement. The pregnant female had issues on her mind more important than personal hygiene. Bushwalker's sleepless nights continued, her paranoia of being spied upon in the darkness multiplying. Disturbed by more than her fun-loving beau's aloofness, there was the nagging, unsolved matter of the mystery cat.
* * * *Jinku reported in. Yowlar patiently listened to the baboon recount his latest nocturnal reconnoitre of the hominin caves. The monkey droned on while the fiery yellow plate of the sun lifted blazingly into the eastern skies to banish the night with streamers of pinky gold.
'Yes, that's all very interesting,’ the panther said with an exasperated growl, ‘but I don't need the layout of the upper grottos. The lower level interests me more. That's where the majority of the Uprights reside. Give me the information I desire, scout, or your next job will be acting as my scratching post!'
Jinku began to shake. The black Sabretooth was a hard taskmaster. The crippled baboon only just completed his fourth nerve-racking night of creeping through the unlit innards of Home-rock, committing the positions of the caves and their occupants to memory. It had literally been a thankless job.
Listing, until he was hoarse, the inhabited grottos of the gracile apartments one by one as best as he could remember, the monkey spy was relieved when Yowlar at last seemed satisfied with his report.
'They seldom change their sleeping arrangements. Excellent,’ the cat purred.
'Is that why you've been sending me back into that warren night after night, sir, to establish where the Uprights bed down?’ Jinku asked, a touch of annoyance inflecting his query.
'Naturally. Learn the habits of your prey, monkey-boy. It could mean the difference between a full belly or starvation.’ In reality Yowlar, still opposed to and fighting Tsor conditioning, was waiting out his gnawing hunger in the hope that the alien stimulus to kill solely man-apes would lessen, even fade away. That drive to slay the Uprights remained undiminished, intensifying in fact to the point of blind obedience.
Withstanding invisible alien puppetry was not Yowlar's only mental challenge. Sabretooth innate distrust of caves posed a lesser, but nonetheless valid problem. Caves meant bears and Takers were invariably troublesome. Laughably, it was a mute point. The sole bear species on this entire continent resided out of harm's reach up in North Africa, never venturing below the equator. But Yowlar had no way of knowing that. Loath to admit a failing to himself let alone his baboon servant, he wrestled silently with his dilemma. Tackling the slenderer Uprights meant entering their caverns. For him there was no alternative, lest he relinquish the advantage of the night. In the end the difficulty was taken out of his paws. Tsor mind control overrode even ingrained claustrophobia.
'Do I go back in tonight, sir?’ Jinku enquired with a definite lack of enthusiasm. ‘I'm getting rather sick of this sneaking about. It doesn't help having that Curvehorn mooching about in the bush either. He makes it hard for me to get in and out cleanly.'
Hungry and browbeaten by a dead alien tormentor, Yowlar snarled under his breath, ‘Curse you, Gurgon ... you win. I'll do your dirty hunt for you.'
'Sir?'
'We stalk at sundown, Jinku.'
* * * *The night was deathly quiet.
Bushwalker stirred two hours after a breathtaking sunset sent the parched Uprights to bed. Some deep-seated warning bell buried in the dozing female's subconscious was tolling a warning for her to waken fully. Taking care not to disturb the snoring Rockshaper at her side—despite everything, the longstanding pals continued to share the same sleeping cave—she sat up and promptly arrested. Even in the dark of the cave she sensed the intruder.
Jinku paused, detecting the faintest of movements in the blackness. Hearing nothing further he continued his stealthy advance into the grotto on all fours, his injured leg scuffing the floor.
Holding her breath in case it gave away her alertness, Bushwalker felt rather than saw the prowler grope its way inside the inky vault. Whatever it was brushed against the soles of her feet and she shuddered from the touch even as the trespasser crawled to a halt at the foot of Rockshaper's mattress of picked grass. The frightened maid was about to overcome her terror and raise the alarm when the sneaking baboon beat her to it, uttering a low hoot of its own. Bushwalker's panicked cry died in her throat even as two sparks of burning yellow materialised in the cave mouth and the phantom of her nightmares stole into the cavern.
Entering furtively in soundless paws, Yowlar seemed an extension of the blackness, the embodiment of the darkest fears conjured up by primitive minds after the sun relinquishes the sky to the moon and stars, giving substance to the shadows. Padding past Bushwalker, he immobilised the already scared stiff Upright female with a cursory glance that stripped away her defences entirely before moving on to the sleeping form of Rockshaper. Jinku hurriedly moved aside to grant his master access to the unknowing gracile. Yowlar sniffed the grey-haired male and wrinkled his nose in disgust at the apish scent before examining him with eyes perfectly suited to seeing on even the blackest of nights. Seemingly content with what he saw, the coal-black Sabretooth walked the length of the slumbering elder and unhesitatingly clamped his jaws about Rockshaper's throat.
Bushwalker recoiled in horror as her closest friend's death-gurgle assailed her ears. Too frightened to shriek or lift a finger to help him, her mind pictured what the darkness thankfully obscured, the sounds of his feeble, short-lived struggle as he sleepily wakened to death enabling her to visualise the ghastly attack: clawing fingers scratching futilely at the grass bedding, legs twitching madly in protest, the terrible wheezes as oxygen starved lungs uselessly strained to draw breath through a crushed windpipe. The scrape of his body being dragged across the cave floor grated on her taut nerves and she cowered in the dark like a lost child.
Maddening silence suddenly deafened her. The phantom killer and its accomplice had left. Bushwalker reached out a tentative hand, fingering a pool of sticky wetness and nothing more. Rockshaper's corpse had gone with them. Freed of the constraints imposed by fear, she at last screamed.


Chapter Ten'It's the truth!'
Caverunner gave Bushwalker a dubious look and finished his examination of the murder site in the cold light of morn, speculatively handling tufts of silvery-grey hair scattered about the bloodstained grass that had served as Rockshaper's makeshift bed. Clearly some sort of violence took place during the night, but the squatting ruler of Home-rock was sceptical of Bushwalker's account. He bent forward to again sniff the congealed blood pooled on the strewn bedding. ‘Two glowing eyes, you say, girl?'
'That's what I saw. It was a clawfoot, Caverunner. I'm sure of it.'
'But you didn't see it clearly.'
'The cave was dark.'
'So you're assuming a Roarer took Rockshaper.'
'I didn't say it was a Roarer. I said it was some sort of clawfoot.'
Caverunner rocked on his heels pensively. He and Bushwalker were alone in the grotto while the Uprights crowded curiously outside the mouth of the infamous cave. Caverunner warned them off with a sharp bark. The pungent smell of spilt blood was already panicking the more excitable members of his troop. He did not want full blown hysteria disrupting Home-rock routine. ‘Plainswalker,’ he called out.
The summoned male stepped forward from the jostling crowd to cautiously enter the cave, his eyes darting about nervously. No relation to Bushwalker, Plainswalker had been the second oldest gracile. The unsilvered, brown furred twenty one year old now became the eldest and the unwelcome elevation made him uncomfortable. ‘Yes, Caverunner?'
'Could a Roarer have wandered into our caves last night?'
Plainswalker shrugged his hairy shoulders, bare in patches from excessive grooming. ‘I'm no expert on the habits of clawfeet, but it's possible I suppose. Unlikely, but possible.'
Caverunner dismissed the elder with a grunt. Faced with problems that had never before confronted a gracile chieftain, he was having difficulty coping and Plainswalker's greater life experience did not help him one whit. For the sake of convenience he opted to lump his mounting problems into one package. ‘The robusts did this,’ he judged.
'What?’ Bushwalker was flabbergasted.
Caverunner stood. ‘It's obvious. Bighand wanted revenge for the incident by the waterhole, so he had a couple of his boys sneak into the caves to kill one of us, the underhanded swine. Rockshaper happened to be the unlucky victim of a robust reprisal. They probably figured that out of all of us the old bugger could defend himself the least.'
'I saw a clawfoot,’ maintained Bushwalker.
Caverunner remained disbelieving. ‘You aren't sure what you witnessed last night. Everyone knows you're afraid of the dark. The mind can play tricks on someone who is scared witless. That run in with the robusts shook us all up pretty bad, Bushwalker. You just don't want to admit to yourself that Bighand is capable of raiding Home-rock.’ He exhaled. ‘It is a pretty frightening realisation, after all.'
'You're wrong, Caverunner!'
'Have a care, girl. You're forgetting your place.'
'Aren't you the one who keeps telling me not to sleep near the cave mouth in case a roving meat-eater looks in?'
Bushwalker had him there.
'This is the work of Bighand's goons and nothing else,’ Caverunner reiterated. ‘If you continue to question my judgement maybe I'll have to reconsider your membership of the troop, Bushwalker.'
She shrank back against the wall. The threat of banishment was an effective tool of persuasion.
'Treeclimber, front and centre.'
The eager to please male shoved his way of out the massed sightseers. ‘What do you need, chief?'
'For you to get rid of these gawkers, cos the show's over.'
'Right away, boss.’ Treeclimber hesitated. ‘What are you planning to do about Bighand?'
'Nothing.'
'We're not going to avenge this trespass?'
'Must everyone challenge my decisions?’ Caverunner exploded, beating his knuckles against the cave floor in a fit of uncontrolled rage. He calmed down just as spontaneously, the heaving of his chest lessening, the wildness receding from his troubled eyes. ‘Our bullying cousins have committed their act of retribution,’ he quietly reasoned. ‘They won't be bothering us at home anymore. Just in case they do, we'll move upstairs to the higher grottos.'
'One of our own was murdered!’ seethed Treeclimber.
'Think about it, boy ... Rockshaper is the one who died. He is no great loss.'
Treeclimber considered his leader's uncaring bluntness and dropped the matter. He started ushering the onlookers away from the crime scene, clearing a path for Caverunner striding behind, who called back to Bushwalker over his shoulder.
'Replace that bloodied mat with some fresh grass. I detest an untidy cave.'
* * * *'Tough as old roots.'
Yowlar had to agree with Jinku's assessment of Upright meat. The old gracile had been a most unappetising takeaway to break his fast. The hyenas scavenging Rockshaper's meagre remains at the bottom of the acacia the baboon and panther were treed in on the other side of Scraggly Bush begged to differ, judging by the happy crunch of bones as their powerful jaws made short work of the carcass below.
Yowlar hissed at the pack of maniacal scavengers below. Sniffing out his kill in the predawn darkness, they forced the cat and his monkey minion to seek the safety of the trees. Not even in his former guise as a proper Sabretooth would Yowlar have squared off against those ten mangy curs. ‘I won't lose my next kill so easily,’ he vowed.
'May our next meal be tenderer,’ hoped Jinku. A warning snarl from his master put him back in his place. ‘Did I say that out loud, sir? Terribly sorry. I was just wondering why you took such old prey?'
Yowlar condescended to explain his motives. ‘The elderly, because of their age, are typically the shrewdest. By depriving a pride of its smarts, you sheath its claws. Don't worry, monkey-boy. We'll be feasting on younger meat soon enough.'
Jinku brightened. ‘What's our next move, sir?'
Relaxing on the branch that was keeping him out of Bonecruncher reach, Yowlar yawned. ‘Soak up the sun and get some sleep.'
'After that?'
'To hamstring the Upright pride,’ purred the panther. He was beginning to enjoy this game of cat and mouse with the man-apes.
'How do we do that?'
'By you showing me their leader's cave.'
* * * *The grotto seemed so empty. That was far from the case of course. The assorted piles of Rockshaper's collected stones filled his narrow workshop to overflowing. Later that same awful day Bushwalker wandered in, feet scrunching on the shavings from her slaughtered pal's toolmaking littering the floor. She trailed a lazy finger along the cave wall. Sighing deeply, she slumped on the basalt worktable in the shaft of illuminating warmth provided by the skylight. Surrounded as she was by rocks of varying size, shape and colour, Bushwalker keenly felt the one thing that was missing and her heart began to break.
Loss was nothing new to Bushwalker, her parents both perishing during the long drought of recent years. She had oddly not been stricken by their early deaths for they were virtual strangers to her: a mother as scatterbrained as the wind who regarded her daughter as the burden that kept her already wanderlust mate firmly at a distance. But this bereavement was something altogether different.
Grief welled up in Bushwalker like a surging flood, muddied by guilt. The oldster had been her dearest friend and confidant. Her inaction cost Rockshaper his life, or so she irrationally figured. Had Bushwalker rashly made a move against the panther to warn her elderly pal, she would have joined him in death. It is always harder to survive than die.
Rockshaper's scent lingered hauntingly in the musty air and she could almost hear his ghostly hammering echoing through the vaults of Home-rock. Fighting to frame the concept in her primitive mind, the forlorn maid wondered if the essence of her chum continued on after death, could live on in a place better than the world the body had been butchered in. Was this the faint stirring of human spirituality? Nature understandably remained the guiding force in the hominin world, bringing fair weather and bad, but periodically they felt the whispers of a huger unseen force at play. Undersized brains coped falteringly with the nascent inkling of souls and a higher power, beliefs that would not mushroom into budding religion for another 40,000 generations. Dismissed as the by-product of a grieving mind, mysticism would take a backseat to animalist thinking until Neanderthal shamanism blossomed in the undreamt future.
'I thought I'd find you here.'
Bushwalker lifted her tear-streaked face as Treeclimber wormed his way from the bottleneck passage into the tiny cave. Stopping a few paces back from the pensive female, he leant nonchalantly against a rock ledge. ‘What do you want?’ she barked crabbily.
'To see how you are.'
'Don't trouble yourself. I don't need you or any other male looking after me. I can take care of myself.'
'I'm sorry about what happened to the old fella.'
Bushwalker sprang up. ‘Don't lie! You never liked Rockshaper.'
He backed up as his casual girlfriend stormed toward him, her grief finding an outlet as rage. ‘I admit I thought him odd.'
'You called him crazy!’ she shrieked.
'Stop splitting hairs, Bushwalker. He was nuttier than a Bonecruncher. That's not to say I didn't...’ Treeclimber clattered backwards over a pile of quartz pieces to land flat on his back. He lay there blinking as the enraged maid hovered over him blacker than a thundercloud. ‘I can't pretend in order to spare your feelings,’ he surrendered. ‘I'm glad the old-timer is gone. Maybe now you'll start acting proper and tidy yourself up. You look a fright.'
'Oh, you're so horrid!’ ranted Bushwalker. Bending down, she grabbed for one of the stones scattered by Treeclimber's clumsiness and threw the rock at him. It struck him squarely in the chest with a dull thud, followed by an oath of pain and surprise. She stooped again and Treeclimber scrambled to his feet, making for the exit. He grunted when the second stone clipped his ear and shattered on the cave wall behind.
'We could have used an arm like yours yesterday,’ he groused, ducking as a third missile whizzed over his head to sail into the passageway. Treeclimber wisely chose to follow the departing rock's lead.
Bushwalker scooped up another stone to hurl after the insufferable male and paused mid-throw. She had inadvertently picked up the hooked pebble-tool she helped to name. Having second thoughts about chucking the exquisitely shaped quartz at the reprobate, Bushwalker contemplated the descriptively titled cutter and smiled forebodingly.
* * * *Tension was high.
Despite Caverunner being adamant that the alleged perpetrators of the home invasion that saw Rockshaper killed would in no way return to commit more crimes, the gracile Uprights remained jumpy. As it happened their unimaginative leader was proved right and no robusts raided Home-rock. Sadly, that did not stop the killing.
Five days elapsed before Yowlar and company struck again. The hominins were starting to relax and believe in the confidence of their chieftain that no more attacks were forthcoming when tragedy ripped Caverunner's world out from under him.
Bushwalker, having swiftly cleaned up herself and her act after deciding that life went on, first knew something was amiss when a commotion woke her. Taken to occasionally sleeping in Rockshaper's workshop—whether for security or out of a compulsion to be close to his essence, who knew?—she fumbled her way down the constricting passage in the greyish gloom of predawn to gain the shelf of rock from which the citadel reached for the sky. Hollers betraying confusion and fear rang out in the steely morn. Poking her head out of the crack of an entryway, Bushwalker made out in the dimness the snout of Raincatcher, one of Treeclimber's hussies, protruding from the grotto next door. Swallowing her pride, she asked, ‘What's all the fuss about?'
The rival female rubbed her eyes and cackled in a sleepy voice, ‘Sounds like Leafpicker and Caverunner are having a domestic.'
Bushwalker held her jealous tongue. There was no love lost between the floozy and her. She honestly did not know what Treeclimber saw in Raincatcher's sagging breasts and grey-flecked pelt. Obviously he had a thing for oldish women.
'I think it's more than a family squabble,’ came a second opinion. It was Cloudlooker, slightly younger and perter. Treeclimber liked keeping his harem together.
'For once I'm in agreement with you,’ muttered Bushwalker, boldly emerging from the fissure unescorted. The other females stared in wonder. Their timid compatriot had undergone a profound change during her week and a half of seclusion by the way she jauntily strode uphill to where the leader's cave was situated.
Bushwalker marched with uncharacteristic purpose to find a throng of whispering males anxiously crowding the entrance. Leafpicker could be heard sobbing loudly before Caverunner's anxious plea lifted above the murmur. ‘My son is missing. Find him!'
She was stunned. Troublefoot? He was just a boy. Bushwalker experienced a sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach.
'Someone organise a search party,’ entreated the distraught leader.
Treeclimber jumped predictably to the fore. ‘I'll do it, chief. Boys, follow my lead.’ A ragtag party formed around him, milling about in the gloomy morn. ‘What are we waiting for?’ he demanded.
'Daybreak, moron,’ came the unanimous reply.
First light dawned tortuously slow for the loitering hominins. When the eastern sky finally turned golden, Treeclimber and his mob poured downslope in search of the missing child like a flooded river overflowing its banks. Caverunner stayed back, comforting his favourite mate and mother of his cherished son. Indisposed to stay behind with the other frightened females, Bushwalker set off to join the hunt for Troublefoot.
His mangled corpse was found well after the fiery heavens graduated into the depthless summer blue. A summoning hoot heard from Ditchjumper a mile away alerted the searchers that their manhunt had come to a saddening conclusion. Bushwalker raced to the spot south of Home-rock the scouring males were converging on, where the sparse acacias of Scraggly Bush melted into the grassed vastness of the emptier savannah and a termite mound, on which a lone Jackalberry bole had long ago taken root, swarmed with the searchers. Ditchjumper pointed a shaky finger up at the branches of that aged tree he trembled under. There, draped on a stout bough stripped of fruit some thirteen feet aboveground, limply hung Troublefoot's half-eaten body. Nauseated, she sank to her knees, faint with fear.
Treeclimber arrived last of all in a breathless rush. ‘Somebody go fetch Caverunner,’ he mouthed hoarsely after taking in the grisly find.
The sorrowful leader arrived shortly thereafter. He viewed the teeny, wretched corpse with hard eyes. ‘Get my son down,’ he ordered between clenched teeth.
Treeclimber volunteered. It was his natural ability after all. Scaling the branched tree with enviable ease despite the handicap of his stiffly healing arm, he hoisted Troublefoot's remains over his banged shoulder and descended, solemnly laying his burden at Caverunner's feet.
The Upright chieftain's lower lip began quivering while he surveyed his butchered son. Most of the boy's torso was eaten away and a gaping hole existed where his right eyeball should have been: bloody evidence of how Yowlar's canines pierced the socket and punctured the back of the head when the panther seized the sleeping boy in his killer jaws, crushing Troublefoot's fragile skull. Wordlessly, Caverunner picked up his dead, mutilated son and bore him solemnly back to Home-rock, the males forming up unasked into a funeral procession behind. Before joining them, Bushwalker recovered her shocked senses enough to note the indisputable claw marks fissuring the trunk's blackish-grey bark.
The day remained dreadfully subdued for the hominins. The greater part did not dare venture outside the questionable safeness of the caves. Those who tempted fate slinked about Scraggly Bush, fearing every shadow and jumping at all sounds while they scrounged the already ravaged bushland. Those hungry souls scurried back to the citadel well before dusk claimed the land for the coming night. The fading sun of early evening only served to heighten the disquiet of the Uprights. Their worries came to the fore during the tribal meeting convened by general consensus in the descending twilight.
Bushwalker took her usual place amongst the females grouped in the middle as Treeclimber cleared his throat to announce his intent to chair the gathering. ‘Since Caverunner is indisposed,’ he began, ‘I'll be handling things in his stead.'
The leader and his preferred mate were too distraught to worry about anything except minding Troublefoot's body bizarrely lying in state up in their cave. Traditionally, Upright dead were left out for the scavengers to dispose of. It was a practical, if morally unpleasant, system of refuse collection. But as ethics belonged to the unformed future, the practice continued undebated.
'Who died and put you in charge?’ challenged a lone male.
Treeclimber identified the objector. ‘You got a problem with me, Quickstep.'
'Yeah, I do. Caverunner is still chief, so what are you doing taking his place without his sayso?'
'The boss is hardly in a fit state to make decisions.'
'That's beside the point. You haven't the authority to act in his stead.'
'I've always been his unofficial second.'
'Only recently.'
Treeclimber winced at that truth. ‘What are you getting at, Quickstep?'
'Maybe we should consider another for temporary chieftain.'
'You have someone in mind ... yourself, perhaps?'
Quickstep chuckled annoyingly. ‘I'm not that egotistical. Might I suggest that the oldest and presumably wisest of us lead instead.'
Accepting the shrewd proposal, Treeclimber deferred to Plainswalker. The elder shook his head unwillingly. ‘Old I may be, stupid I am not. We're in the middle of a crisis and I don't want to have to be the one to walk us out of it.'
Treeclimber smirked. He already guessed the old boy's reaction beforehand. ‘Any other candidates, Quickstep?'
The troublemaker bit his lip sulkily. His objection had fallen flat.
Gloating over his minor victory, Treeclimber attacked. ‘The trouble with you, Quickstep, is that your mouth is as fast as your feet, so you speak before you think and more often than not it's utter tripe.’ He rose and paced before his squatting peers. ‘Okay, everybody, I'm going to do things a little differently than Caverunner. I'll talk and you'll listen, without interrupting me. This is not going to turn into an open debate and as I speak for Caverunner my word will be law.'
'Power sure went to his head fast,’ Quickstep muttered laconically to his neighbour.
Ignoring the gibe, the self-appointed interim head of Home-rock pressed on. ‘Four of ours have been slain, two killed on our own rockstep, by those damnable robusts. These heinous murders must be avenged. I urge you all to disregard Caverunner's caution and follow me in...’ Faltering, Treeclimber gawped as Bushwalker slowly stood. ‘What are you doing?’ he spluttered. ‘This is highly irregular!'
Bushwalker barked nervously before boldly hooting, ‘What you are saying is wrong.'
'Females are not permitted to speak in counsel. Sit back down immediately.'
'No, Treeclimber, I'll not be silenced like a rowdy child. I will be heard.’ The females surrounding Bushwalker got to their knees and commenced backing away from her, distancing themselves from their rebellious comrade and her potent words.
'I order you to sit!’ Treeclimber commanded with a shriek, looking to his fellows for support. The other males were too stunned to react as Bushwalker took the floor.
'If Treeclimber is about to say what I think he is, he's proposing to lead us on some vengeful folly that'll only result in more of us dying,’ she pronounced, ‘which is even stupider considering the robusts are not responsible for the deaths of Rockshaper and Troublefoot.'
Murmurs of surprise and disbelief circulated the cavern, sourcing the inevitable query from Quickstep. ‘Well, the old geezer didn't expire of old age, girlie. So how did he die?'
'A clawfoot took him.'
A deathly hush settled over the astonished Uprights.
'That's rubbish,’ sneered Treeclimber, determined to play down Bushwalker's outlandish claim. ‘Everyone knows Roarers are poor climbers.'
'I never said a Roarer was the culprit,’ she stressed.
Treeclimber gave a hoot of triumph, thinking his argument won. ‘Hah! If it wasn't a Roarer that just leaves Bighand's troop.'
'There are breeds of clawfeet other than the maned kind,’ the clever maid pointed out.
'This talk is nonsense! Bushwalker, take your seat and be quiet, or I'll have you thrown out of the cave.'
She stiffened, preparing to respond to the threat, but the rebuke mouthed at Treeclimber came from another.
'I want to listen to what she has to say, sonny,’ demanded Plainswalker. ‘Let's hear her out.'
Treeclimber glared at the elder untouched by greyness and surprisingly relented. Maybe her tongue would trip her up.
'When you're ready again, girlie,’ prompted the oldster.
Reasoning in the manner Rockshaper had extolled her for, Bushwalker thought it through aloud for the benefit of her audience. ‘Troublefoot was snatched and eaten. Presumably Rockshaper was made a meal of too. In no way can the robusts be accused of this—they simple don't eat meat.’ Her statement clouted the troop like a rockfall. The truth was just as irrevocable and damaging. The pause gave her confidence and she seized the moment to proclaim, ‘All of you know I was sharing the cave Rockshaper slept in the night he got taken. What dragged him off was no Upright, but a clawfoot devil blacker than the dark with eyes like the yellow night-sun.'
'You lie!’ scoffed Treeclimber.
'Girlie may be right.’ All eyes in the cave centred on Plainswalker. ‘When Caverunner investigated Rockshaper's disappearance, Bushwalker mentioned she may have seen a clawfoot. He asked me if a Roarer might have made the climb. I told him I thought it improbable, but not entirely out of the question. He rubbished the notion out of hand.'
'That proves it then,’ Treeclimber decided. ‘Caverunner thought her idea twaddle too.'
'And his son is dead because of it,’ Plainswalker poignantly added.
'How many more of us must die before you lot accept the truth?’ implored Bushwalker. ‘There's a giant black cat stalking the caves every few nights to kill us in our sleep. He leaves scratchings in tree trunks as his marker. That is the real threat, not the robusts.'
Treeclimber pondered her words and then said to his boys, ‘Chuck her out.'
* * * *The situation worsened.
Thirst gripped the gracile Uprights in its desiccating hold, becoming the top priority of Home-rock's provisional leader. This came about chiefly because Thornchewer and Stormsniffer ultimately failed to return from their repeated, arduous treks out to the base of the volcano crowned in snow, their specific fates unknown yet chillingly guessable. Refusing to let go of his enmity toward his beefier cousins, Treeclimber plotted to raid the lakeside and forcibly compel Bighand to relinquish his stranglehold over the region's drinking water and the choicer feeding grounds surrounding Murky Watering. Gone was the carefree youth Bushwalker had been smitten with. Here was an overly enthusiastic tribal ruler whose leadership was blinded by an even greater thirst for revenge.
Since her eviction from the gathering, Bushwalker kept a low profile. Her outburst cost her dearly. The other females shunned her. The males utterly ignored her, other than Plainswalker who occasionally spared her a kind word or two. Maybe she was not so different from Treeclimber. They did share a predilection for elders of the opposite sex. That thought scared her almost as much as the phantom cat haunting Home-rock.
No more killings occurred. Bushwalker lived now with a sense of escalating dread, knowing that the feline assassin would strike soon and bring even more terror to the uneasy hominins. She retreated to Rockshaper's workshop to experiment with pebble-toolmaking at each day's end, having taken the oldster's cave for her own. Lacking any natural flair for flaking stones, Bushwalker soon gave up on that endeavour and instead began nutting out applications for the plethora of shapes the deceased elder chipped into potentially usable tools. There were the core hammer and anvil stones, plus diggers, choppers, scrapers, stabbers, and many impractical discards. Losing all track of time, she took to sleeping in the cramped grotto full time.
Dozing fitfully late one moonless night, Bushwalker was roused by furtive whispers echoing in the darkness. Voices were emanating from outside the assembly cave. In itself that was not unusual, considering of late Treeclimber has resorted to spending more of his time in the great chamber. Caverunner, neglecting his chieftaining duties totally, only ventured down from his personal cave to collect what measly offerings he could scavenge from Scraggly Bush for his grieving mate to nibble on before returning to their senseless vigil over Troublefoot's rotting corpse, vainly willing the mangled little body back to life. That left Treeclimber free to run the thirsty graciles as he saw fit, including daily meetings aimed at convincing the uncertain troop to challenge the might of the robusts. Even though she was excluded from such meetings, Bushwalker heard with alarming clarity the near evangelistic preaching of her unborn baby's father thanks to excellent Home-rock acoustics. Every day he was drawing nearer to winning his reluctant peers over to his mad cause, for each day they became thirstier and hungrier and more amenable. But of the two voices she was hearing in the hours after midnight, neither belonged to the one-track minded wannabe chief rehearsing his next speech inciting racial violence.
Stirring from the stone pedestal that once functioned as Rockshaper's worktable and now served as her backbreaking bed, Bushwalker sat up straining to hear. Faint though the whispers were they were magnified by the hollow rock, so that the eavesdropping maid could plainly make out every word uttered in supposed privacy.
'You sure this is the right hole? The last two caves were wrong.'
'Yessir. I just got turned around in the dark, but I'm positive this is the one. At least I think I am.'
'You had better be right this time, monkey-boy, or I'll see you permanently lamed.'
Getting down off the tabletop of finely grained stone, Bushwalker found her legs trembling and reluctant to move. That last voice had been without any doubt a subdued growl. Her nightmare had returned in the flesh. She continued to listen in.
'I still don't get your plan, sir. You took out the oldest Upright and that tasty young buck, yet ignored their troop leader.'
'Did I, Jinku? By killing the dominant's son and reducing the father to a blubbering pile of wretched fur, I rendered him unfit to lead. And because he's not dead they can't appoint a fitter replacement. Chaos makes a pride vulnerable.'
'Masterful, sir. You plainly don't hunt at random. What about this next victim?'
'He's special. Nobody takes a kill of mine and gets away with it.'
Bushwalker stifled a gasp by putting a quavering hand over her mouth. The cat and his lackey were going after Treeclimber, who was habitually sleeping over in the cheerless expanse of the audience chamber. She had to warn him, if only her shaky legs would move!
A screech told Bushwalker not to bother. The sneaky clawfoot had already made his way into the cavern. Their followed the noise of a brief scuffle ended by a hideous yowl and the hubbub of someone or something running off. Waiting for the sounds of retreat to die away before willing herself into action, the terrified maid crept out of the sliver of a cave and shuffled her way through the starlit night toward Home-rock's biggest grotto, the darkness coiling around her like a constricting boa. She tripped over a hairy body sprawled unseen in the inky entrance. It groaned piteously.
'Treeclimber ... you're alive!'
'Not for long,’ he gasped. ‘Bushwalker is that you?'
'It's me.’ She knelt in a pool of his blood and pawed his sticky pelt. Stretched out on his back, he was badly mauled about the neck, chest and forearms.
'You were right,’ he croaked, ‘about the clawfoot. I wish you weren't.'
'Hush, don't talk. Save your strength.'
'What for? I'm bleeding to death.’ Reddy foam bubbled from between Treeclimber's contorted lips, his mouth agape in pain. ‘The cat has hypnotic eyes, like you said. But I showed him. Indeed I did. I came awake as he was sinking his fangs into my throat. The monster has no stomach for prey that fights back.'
'Which accounts for him taking off.’ Bushwalker glanced about, thankful that the danger was gone for now. She felt totally helpless in the smothering blackness. Treeclimber was dying and she could do nothing to prevent it. She groped for and grasped the flaccid hand at his side in a hollow gesture of reassurance.
'You've changed,’ he remarked.
'We both have, Treeclimber.'
'Yeah, but you have gotten bolder, wilful even.'
'Thanks.'
'I didn't say I liked it.'
Bushwalker was about to cleverly reply to that when Treeclimber gurgled. He sighed a single, ragged exhalation of breath before laying deathly still. She poked him with a finger. He did not respond. Shaking him got the same lack of response. With a heavy heart Bushwalker left him and slunk back to her cave, where she crouched fearfully in the dark until sunup. By the time the revealing light of dawn fanned over Home-rock Treeclimber's shredded corpse had vanished.


Chapter ElevenThree dead. The panther had ruthlessly dispatched a trio of Home-rockers. That unalterable fact added strength to Bushwalker's conviction as she trudged across Firewind Veldt two mornings after her beau's slaying, her shadow starkly etched on the sun-browned grasses by the fiercely blazing ball overhead. A hot, withering wind blowed at her back, compounding the dryness irritating her throat. She was not on her lonesome. A beast of mountainous black was ineptly trailing her.
'Ugnap, go away,’ Bushwalker called tiredly back over her shoulder.
The tailing buffalo remained half a dozen yards behind her. ‘Me no go. Bushwalk herd no here. Ugnap keep safe. Roarers hunt near.'
Bushwalker started. Of the many problems she was contemplating tackling, the threat of lions never crossed her mind. She was immediately glad of Ugnap's presence. His steadfast refusal to leave the proximity of Scraggly Bush for the past two weeks was proving to be a boon and would make up for the old bull scaring many of the bushland's residents half to death. He had been waiting the entire time for the cow ground ape's return to the savannah to again act as her bodyguard and trotted merrily along in her footsteps.
'Bushwalk, where go?'
'To find trouble.'
Her disquieting reply was actually genuine. The leadership of Home-rock was in utter turmoil, what with Treeclimber's death and Caverunner's incapacity. While the indecisive males were locked in debate over what should be done to resolve matters, Bushwalker took it upon herself to put things right. ‘Males are great talkers and poor doers,’ she had carped to herself when leaving the cave complex shortly after dawn. Faced with debilitating thirst, starvation, plus regular clawfoot attack, the Uprights desperately needed to regain a footing in the survival stakes at any cost and it seemed only Bushwalker was prepared to take the initiative. That action involved the perilous undertaking of meeting each danger head on.
Her plan was deceptively simple. End the robust blockade of Murky Watering, then deal with the black menace plaguing their lives. The compulsion to do so dragged the mourning maid out of the depths of despair engulfing her in the wake of Treeclimber's demise. She had failed to prevent the fatalities of the two males dearest to her. Bushwalker vowed not to fail the troop. Only she felt qualified to handle either dilemma, but in the glaring light of day out on the unshielded grassland she questioned the advisability of her boldness.
'Me thirsty.'
Ugnap's complaint made Bushwalker thirstier. ‘We'll be at the waterhole soon enough,’ she said. An idea leapt into her head. ‘Ugnap, did you drink at all while waiting for me in the bush?’ She slowed to let the giant cud chewer catch up.
Pulling alongside, he admitted, ‘Me visit water udder.'
'And you had no trouble getting past the other Uprights?'
'Ugnap big. Ground apes little.’ No contest really.
Bushwalker could have kicked herself. The solution to this particular problem had been right under her nose all along. Ugnap could bulldoze his way through robust selfishness. Perhaps she would not have to resort to her original method of wresting power out of Bighand's mitts after all, considering it was radical and untested, not to mention extremely hazardous. Yet, if her general game plan proved effective against her uppity cousins it might just work on that nefarious panther.
The tramp to Murky Watering seemed endless. Bushwalker plodded on, the wearying lack of water and hearty food slowing her progress. A lion's throaty roars were heard around midmorning, though the caller stayed unseen despite Ugnap taking a look. The lazily swaying grasses could hide a thousand Roarer prides with ease. The waterhole did not hove into view until well after noon, the glint of sun on water sparkling invitingly. By that time exhaustion forced Bushwalker to come to a stop at the head of the track leading down the embankment to the reservoir. As she wavered on rickety legs, wondering if she had enough strength and gumption to carry out her risky strategy, first one, then two, and finally a dozen club wielding robusts crested the rise to bar her way. It was too late to turn back now.
'Halt! Go no further,’ a command rang out.
'I've already stopped,’ Bushwalker called back.
'Ah, okay. Well, keep motionless then.'
Bushwalker obeyed as the hulking form of Bighand detached from the group and approached, flanked by a pair of equally burly males. She gulped. ‘Man, these guys sure get big from eating their greens!'
'You seem to be on your own,’ Bighand coolly noted. ‘Check out that she really is,’ he ordered his escort.
The duo fanned out on either side of Bushwalker to search the veldt for other graciles. All they found was Ugnap stationed nearby on lion watch and they gave the hefty buffalo a wide berth before reporting back.
'A nosy Curvehorn eh?’ pondered Bighand. ‘Best leave that cantankerous beast alone, boys. His kind is more trouble than a nestful of angry termites.’ His attention shifted back to Bushwalker. ‘What's a pretty young thing like you come all the way out here alone for?'
Bushwalker struggled to push the words past the fear lumped in her throat. ‘To see you,’ she boldly declaimed.
'Really. Any particular reason why? Hang on, let me guess. Caverunner must be drier than a desert floor by now and he's too afraid to come crawling on his knees to acknowledge my superiority, so he sent you as a peace offering to gain back his water rights.’ Bighand sized the maid up with a lustful stare. ‘Your chief has bang-up taste. I do prefer blackheads.'
'That's not why I'm here,’ disputed Bushwalker. ‘Besides, you're not my type. I don't go in for big dumb brutes.'
Bighand hooted with laughter. ‘The girl has spunk! It'll make it that much more enjoyable when I take you.'
'Don't you want to know what I'm doing here first?'
'Graciles hold no real interest for me, other than as sport.'
Upset at being referred to as a robust plaything, Bushwalker retaliated by blurting, ‘I've come to kill you.'
Pouting in repose, Bighand broke out laughing again. ‘You're too much, girlie.'
'Don't laugh at me. I'm serious. Surrender Murky Watering or you'll force me to do something terrible.'
Bighand doubled over in mirth and his hooting bodyguard joined in. Spying the rock she was slyly carrying in her cupped right hand, he guffawed even louder. ‘You planning to throw that piece of gravel at me, pretty one?'
Clenching her jaws, Bushwalker said, ‘Not quite,’ and lunged at Bighand. She clumsily swung the concealed cutter in a wide arc that hooked his belly hair. He straightened and gazed blankly at the falling strands the stone knife had severed settling on the dusty ground. His disbelief gave her the chance to swing again. This time the curved flint blade nicked the skin beneath the matted pelt and Bighand yelped, more from surprise than pain. Only when blood began seeping from the cut did surprise turn to outrage.
'You bitch! I'll pummel you into tomorrow for this.'
Bushwalker ducked under the hairy arms groping for her and slashed upwards. Bighand reeled away clutching his throat, a fountain of redness gushing between his calloused fingers from the lucky slice. He tried screaming but only made a harsh, fluid-logged gurgle that bubbled through the gash in his gullet, sagging to his knees as shock set in. Stark incredulity was etched on the robust leader's brutal face and he glared accusingly up at his assassin, his life ebbing away in spurts. Then he fell face down to lie twitching on the dust in his own welling blood.
A perverse euphoria gripped Bushwalker. She had expected to be sickened by her heinous act, to feel repulsed by her grisly deed. Indeed, she should have. There was blood everywhere; soaking Bighand's pelt, saturating the ground beneath his corpse, covering Bushwalker's knife-hand held rigidly out before her. She instead felt emancipated and invincible. No longer a female weakling, she had single-handedly slain her troop's feared rival. She was a heroine.
Unfortunately, the general rule for the baddie is that he is too cowardly to fight alone and so Bighand's two cronies, overcoming the jolt of seeing their unbeatable chieftain downed, whooped in vengeful bloodlust. A raised stick whacked down hard on Bushwalker's knuckles. She cried out in dismay and dropped the pebble-tool, clutching her numbing hand. The disarmed maid cringed as her attacker pounded the ground in front of her, psyching himself and his buddy into a killing frenzy. Oddly enough they became victims themselves.
Thundering hooves heralded Ugnap joining the fray. The charging bull tossed the more hesitant of Bighand's backup over his muscled forequarters to land headfirst on the trampled grass behind with a spine-breaking crunch. As the unstoppable Curvehorn took to the robust busy beating up the earth at his feet, the terrified man-ape turned to run. Caught in the ribs by the bull's lowering headgear, the husky Upright was spun around and flung on his back, where Ugnap proceeded to gore him to death, trampling his bloody pulp of a body afterwards for good measure. The remaining Uprights blocking the waterhole did the smart thing and cleared out as fast as their hairy legs could carry them.
'Bushwalk okay?'
Huddled over in fear, she did not respond.
'Bushwalk okay!'
Ugnap's bellow had the desired effect and Bushwalker stirred. ‘Y-Yeah.’ She stared at her rescuer and shuddered. He was casually standing with one hoof on the crushed skull of the Upright road kill.
'Big ground apes go. Me run down?'
Weakly shaking her head, Bushwalker mumbled, ‘There'll be no more killing today.’ The rap on her hand had knocked sense back into her. Bloodshed, even justifiable, was not something to exult over. ‘I need to wash,’ she croaked, eyeing with revulsion her bloodstained knife hand and wrist.
Rubbing her bruised knuckles, she staggered off down the cleared track toward the waterhole, forgetting about the stone blade lying where it fell, bloody and spent. Ugnap stood guard on the marshy lakeshore while the gracile female flopped into the water up to her waist. She drank deeply to slake her thirst before cleansing Bighand's blood from her pelt, washing off her sin. The redness clouding the water attracted the interest of a crocodile drifting unseen beneath the sun-dappled surface. Ugnap snorted in warning as the toothy reptile unhurriedly floated upwards into view. Shrieking, Bushwalker backtracked with hasty splashes until she was sitting puffed on the muddy embankment. Her buffalo protector moved between her and the water's edge, pawing the soggy earth edgily.
'Don't get your fur in a knot,’ chided the croc. ‘You're not worth the trouble of making a meal of.'
Panting and shaking frightfully, Bushwalker absurdly took exception to a Watersnout labelling her as unfit prey and hooted deprecatingly.
'Your strapping friend, on the other tooth, is something beefy I could really get my jaws around.'
Ugnap stamped a forefoot.
'Easy, big feller,’ soothed Ensodius. ‘I only want to talk, not dine. For now at least.'
'Me no like you.'
'That's no worry to me. I'm not here to be liked.’ The croc peered under the restless Curvehorn's belly at the shivering Bushwalker. ‘Hey, Upright, I have a question for you.'
She looked up. ‘For me?'
'You're the only scrawny ape hereabouts. Have you met any black cats lately? They're meant to bring bad luck if they cross your path.'
Bushwalker's mouth dropped. ‘What do you know of that?'
Ensodius grinned maliciously, revealing, ‘Goes by the name of Yowlar. Has a real grudge against you lot for some reason. I'm curious to know how he is faring.'
'Famously. I'll pass on your regards next time he pops in for a snack.'
'No need. I'll be seeing him again sometime soon. He can count on it.'
Having had enough of this unwanted conversation, Bushwalker heaved herself to her feet and slogged her way upslope toward the savannah. Ugnap followed on his invisible leash as Ensodius called out mockingly to him, ‘Sure I can't interest you in staying for dinner, leg chop? I cannot stand eating alone.'
Finding a measure of her strength and sanity returning, she ambled back to the murder site. The afternoon sun, beating down in waves of heat that transformed the distant vista into a shimmering haze, was already baking hard the pools and spatters of blood on the flattened grass and churned dust. Vultures predictably began gathering in lazy circles overhead. Soon their telltale presence would bring in the larger ground scavengers. It was time to be moving on. Shielding her eyes from the three robust corpses, Bighand's in particular, Bushwalker retrieved the blooded cutter and considered it obliquely for a moment: strange that a tiny, fractured rock possessed the capability to drastically alter events with the taking of a life. She corrected herself. It was the Upright in possession of the shaped flint who had the power to change circumstance, even destiny.
Intruding on her cogitation, Ugnap gave an impatient snort. ‘Bushwalk do what?'
'Reflect upon her brutality.’ She had taken the first guilty step down a path of no return. Those long hours spent shadow fighting in Rockshaper's former cavern, lunging and slashing in endless practice, paid off. She was now a bona fide killer. In more practical terms Bushwalker announced in buffalo lingo, ‘Bushwalk head home. Herd thirsty. Me show herd water.'
Ugnap grunted his acknowledgment. ‘Me come.’ That was a given. ‘Make safe Bushwalk herd.'
She bleakly thought there was no need. Her stabbing of Bighand demonstrated a future gracile propensity for self-defence. Naturally bereft of sharp horns, teeth, and claws, the minor Uprights had now in their hands the means of survival, perhaps supremacy. Bushwalker felt a resurgence of adrenaline course through her strained body. Within her shy and quiet persona burned the inclination to teach others the use of the strange pebble-tools, enabling the hominins to start living up to their potential.
She started on the long hike to Home-rock. The first stage of her dangerously contrived two-part plan for tribal preservation was successfully done with. The second and hardest would come shortly after, but first she would make sure her troop drank and fed. She flipped the cutter negligently between her hands as she strolled in the protective shadow of Ugnap. Armed also with knowledge, Bushwalker was feeling brave enough to tackle her walking nightmare. Her ghoul had now a name. Yowlar the panther would soon enough feel the cutting edge of Upright stone technology.
* * * *'We're too exposed here, sir!'
Sighing, Yowlar elected not to ignore Jinku's protest. ‘If I want your opinion, monkey-boy, I'll scratch it out of you.’ The baboon ended his objection then and there, a decision that undoubtedly spared him a lot of unnecessary pain and bleeding.
Cat and monkey sprawled on the westward slope of a mound topped by the sixteen-foot spire of a castle-like termite nest. The panther was irritable. His last hunt had not gone smoothly. Woken from sleep midway through the attack, Yowlar's victim had beaten him off with inhuman ferocity in spite of the cat inflicting fatal injuries. There followed a hasty retreat, although Yowlar did return later to drag his stiff prize up into his tree larder. Treeclimber's refusal to die easily shook the confidence of the sooty Sabretooth. That was not totally unexpected. His latest quarry was a male in his prime. Previous kills of an old man and young boy made him complacent, thinking all Uprights were easy marks. Yowlar swore to remedy his laxity.
'Watch that Upright sow, Jinku,’ he instructed. ‘She's next on the menu.'
The rebuked baboon squinted against the glare, peering at the betraying spectres of Bushwalk and Ugnap ambling across the baking veldt, their contrasting forms undulating in the heat haze. ‘Whatever you say, sir,’ he meekly said. He knew better than to question Yowlar twice.
The panther noted the doubt in the monkey's voice. Earlier observing from his acacia hideaway Bushwalker furtively leaving the Upright cave complex and recognising her scent from that brief contact on the night he slew Rockshaper, Yowlar's curiosity had been sufficiently aroused for him to forsake his daytime napping and discreetly follow. Any thought of making a diurnal ground kill was dashed by her teaming up with that insufferably clingy buffalo bull who, for some unfathomable reason, craved Upright company. A distraction from routine, however irking, was welcome and so he shadowed them all the way to Bushwalker's deadly encounter with the burlier Uprights. Her unanticipated prowess at killing not only disturbed his simian partner in crime.
'She needs to be eliminated and swiftly,’ fretted Yowlar. ‘If her clawing technique becomes widespread in her pride, I'll have my paws full combating meals that scratch back. Find out what cave she frequents. We eat tonight.'
Jinku groaned inwardly. He was becoming sick of Upright morsels and wished for a little variety in their diet. Making sure Yowlar had his eyes firmly fixed on the horizon, the baboon slyly tested his gammy leg in the shade of the termite stack. The claw marks the rotten cat so heartlessly scratched on his thigh were scabbed over and healing nicely. Soon he would be fit enough to escape from his servitude to the demanding ebony clawfoot.
Spying something else out on the grassy plain, Yowlar stiffened and half rose. He growled softly as his tail flexed in annoyance.
'Anything wrong, sir?’ Jinku asked, concerned that danger might be looming.
'Plenty,’ the troubled cat muttered back. He had glimpsed a spotted Sabretooth far out on the savannah and was sharply reminded of his aloneness. The wind changed, blowing in the wrong direction for him to pick up a scent, and at this range he could not make out who the individual was by sight. Could it be his estranged brother or another member of his dislocated pride? Might it even be cub-heavy Miorr prowling about? Loathing his bout of sentimentality, Yowlar took his ire out on Jinku by clawing the baboon's other calf.
'Ouch!’ Jinku hollered, grasping what had been his good leg. ‘Why did you do that?'
'Because you're here.'
The Squaremuzzle stopped his moaning. He simply could not argue with that.
Looking heavenward at a faraway cloudbank smudging the lower western skyline, the first such clouds to break up the monotonous blue ceiling since his arrival, Yowlar snarled, ‘Let's get going. I want to reach the caves before it gets dark.’ Clouds aggravated him as much as caverns. Jinku made to climb atop the crotchety panther, only to be warned off with a hiss. ‘I'm in no mood to carry your flea-ridden hide anymore today. You walk.'
Grumbling quietly, Jinku limped after his brutalising master. The maimed baboon had the distinct and unsettling notion that his usefulness to Yowlar might be wearing thin. When that ended so inevitably would his life.
The journey back to Scraggly Bush was tediously slow. Yowlar frequently had to wait for the labouring monkey to catch up, Jinku's double lameness hampering progress. The haughty cat never once second-guessed crippling the baboon anew. His arrogance assured him that his decisions and the consequences of the actions dictated by those choices were never, could ever be, wrong. That is not to say they were not occasionally unwise. Night fell when the travellers were less than halfway to their goal and with the descending darkness came a snag.
Yowlar was engrossed in cajoling Jinku to hobble faster when a series of god-awful roars split the night. The startled panther went rigid. That beastly caterwauling harked back to his first terrifying night spent alone on the foreign African veldt. ‘Roarers,’ he declared in a certain whisper.
'They're getting closer,’ Jinku nervously observed. Picking up the worry in Yowlar's stance, he suggested rather vehemently, ‘Time for us to get out of here, sir!'
Too late. Silhouettes could be seen skulking nearby in the murk. The evening moon lifting into the starred firmament was too weak to illuminate much, rendering the passers-by as ghostly phantoms.
Jinku squirmed, planning to make an absurd run for it. Yowlar hissed at him, ‘Keep quiet. If we lay low they may go around us.’ Having not yet laid eyes upon the great cats responsible for instilling general fear in the animal populace, the panther had no desire to remedy that outstanding gap in local knowledge. Introductions like that were best left unmade.
Heavy footfalls filled Yowlar's pricked ears. He hunkered down, ashamed of his cowardice. What seemed a lifetime ago he had walked with their confidence, unafraid of any creature. Now he cowered in terror like a motherless cub. His ploy seemed to be working. The padding clawfeet—Yowlar counted two, maybe three sets of meaty paws pacing the dark—were noisily passing by as he predicted. He and Jinku were going to remain unmolested. That is they would have been if the baboon, muzzle down in grass and dust, had not sneezed.
A trio of half-maned, sub-adult male lions converged on the sound and Jinku fainted dead away. He would have wound up a Roarer plaything were it not for Yowlar bolting for freedom. Sidetracked by the fleeing panther, the three brothers reoriented their bloodlust and gave chase to this exotic cat blacker than midnight. A heart-pounding pursuit was infinitely more fun than batting around an unconscious Squaremuzzle.
Sheer panic lent Yowlar speed. Until recently fear was unknown to the prideful cat, but now it urged him on like a cracking whip. The goad was not enough. The lead Roarer caught and bowled over the racing Sabretooth with a swipe of a dinner plate sized forepaw. Yowlar tumbled over and sprang back to his feet as the lions encircled him. Overtaken and outnumbered by his foes, he turned and bared his fangs in defiance at the threesome. It was going to be a short, one-sided fight. Each of his adversaries was twice the length and over three times his weight. The doomed Black Panther pledged to go down biting and clawing.
The waxing moon revealed all, and one of the lions unexpectedly sat on his haunches to stare blatantly at Yowlar. ‘I don't recognise your pelt, stranger,’ he said in a puzzled meow. ‘What sort of clawfoot are you?'
'A ferocious one,’ Yowlar growled back.
'I want a fight, not small talk,’ one of the other lions demanded. ‘We're wasting time, Talon. Let's maul this pipsqueak and be on our way. That Curvehorn is getting farther away.'
'Pull your muzzle in, Broken Fang,’ rebuked the first lion. ‘That's how you lost your tooth as a cub in the first place, by stupidly rushing that Striper from behind and getting your mouth kicked in by a flying hoof. Learn a little of new game. It makes killing that much less of a hassle and more an enjoyment.'
In spite of his predicament, Yowlar silently commended the Roarer named Talon. Cat behaviour was the same worldwide. Prey meant play.
Lions were not unknown to the remodelled Sabretooth. In his former days a subspecies ranged across the Americas, occasionally impinging Sunning Rock Pride territory. Living and hunting in pairs, they differed from their African cousins in more than behaviour. Patterned like the closely related European cave lions with faintly striped pelts, the males too did not sport a mane. Yowlar was grateful that the Roarers assailing him tonight were only two-thirds the size of their Yank relatives.
'We're supposed to be trailing that Curvehorn,’ insisted the third lion.
Talon grimaced at his teammate. Being the brainiest of the three, he was customarily in charge. ‘The Curvehorn can wait, Stomper.'
'But it insulted me.'
'Then I'll congratulate the beast before we bring it down once we do catch up to it. Meantime, I'd like to find out more about our intrusive stranger.’ Talon shifted his suspicious amber eyes back on to Yowlar. ‘You're not from around here, blackie.'
'That's a long story,’ the panther evasively said.
'Where's your pride?'
'Gone.’ That at least was the truth.
Talon wracked his brains. ‘The colouring doesn't match, but you're similar in size and shape to that spotty clawfoot we savaged out on the veldt a couple of days ago.'
Yowlar suddenly showed interest. Their victim could only have been one of his old pride members. ‘Male or female?’ he tentatively asked.
Talon was surprisingly forthcoming. ‘Definitely female, by the way she yowled so pitifully as I crushed her skull in my jaws. Did you know her, blackie? Was she your mate? Guess what ... you're a widower now.'
His rush at Talon was explosively fast, Yowlar raking his extending claws across the sneering Roarer's muzzle before dodging to one side. The beefier lions were muscular, but he was nimbler. Bloodied and violated, Talon reacted and made for the insolent panther, only to collide with Stomper when his littermate stumbled in his way. Broken Fang was more successful with his retaliation. He sidestepped his tangled brothers and charged the fleeter Sabretooth, throwing his full bulk at Yowlar. The smaller great cat fell heavily onto his side. Before he could regain his feet, Broken Fang was atop Yowlar, frantically looking for the throat bite that would suffocate his catch. Yowlar managed to squirm over onto his belly, preventing the lion from clamping down on his exposed throat. Broken Fang instead took out his frustration on the panther's neck and shoulders. The pale moonlight picked out the redness of blood staining Yowlar's glossy blue-black coat as rending teeth and claws did their worst.
From out of the corner of his wincing eye the pinned panther could see Talon and Stomper disentangling themselves from one another, their frightful growls and roars cursing the other for his incompetence. Yowlar had to act quickly. Once those two got loose he would not stand a chance.
Marshalling all of his strength he bucked Broken Fang off his back and tried making a run for it. His manoeuvre did not entirely work. The thrown Roarer quickly scrambled back to grab the panther's rump, his digging claws lacerating fur and flesh while his widening jaws sought to cripple his foe with a paralysing bite to the spine. Desperate to escape, Yowlar kicked out and again wrenched himself free, spinning around to viciously scratch Broken Fang's face. Blinded by a sudden gush of blood, the bitten lion missed the chewed up panther slinking away. Luck was this time on Yowlar's side. Curtains of wind-driven cloud obscured the moon, pitching the veldt into the blackest of nights. Yowlar blended in perfectly to the near solid darkness.
'Broken Fang, where are you?’ That was Talon's enquiring shout.
'I can't see,’ whined the temporarily sightless Roarer.
'Join the pride,’ Talon answered back. ‘It's blacker than a Curvehorn's hide out here. I can't see even my whiskers. Stomper, you near?'
'Right behind you, Talon, and I'm as blind as bat too.'
'And just as bright. Where's our playmate gone?'
'Ask Broken Fang.'
'My eyes!’ Broken Fang roared plaintively.
Talon cussed rather loudly and at length before getting his act together. ‘Okay brothers. Split up and we'll sniff out our chew toy. Stomper, you go south. I'll take the west. Broken Fang, you stay put.'
'I don't even know where to find south,’ complained Stomper.
'Follow your nose,’ Talon ordered. A bullying snarl sent Stomper on his way.
Crouched in the concealing dark within earshot of the grumbling lions hid Yowlar, hurting and bleeding freely over the squashed grasses. His give-away yellow eyes, brimming with pain and fright, stayed closed as he cringed listening to the footsteps of Talon and Stomper receding into the distance. That left Broken Fang, whimpering and at a loss at what to do. The wind stirred fitfully from the west and Yowlar was fast running out of time. The clouds masking the moonlight would soon be blown off and he would be exposed like a flopping fish out of water.
Yowlar sneakily crawled away out east, having expended one of his nine lives.


Chapter TwelveLife depreciated further. Bushwalker had not thought that possible, yet as she traipsed from out of the dusky evening up the path to the Home-rock caves and into the meeting chamber where an assembly of the tribe had become a nightly occurrence, she realised just how fragmented the gracile troop really was. Dusty and tired, she simply stood at the entrance and opened her ears to the clamour of opinions being voiced.
The males were continuing their squabble over who should lead, the ongoing argument exemplified by Caverunner's abdication. Bushwalker learnt from snippets of conversation seesawing between the gossiping females that during her daylong absence the chieftain and his mate just up and left without a final word of goodbye. Those who watched them leave reckoned they were in some sort of trance for they walked stiltedly with eyes glazed and unseeing, carrying Troublefoot's smelly remains between them. Inconsolable grief turned them mad and sent them southward in the direction of Wastesand on a crazy suicide pact. The family that died together, stayed together. If they were not Roarer fodder by now, the desert would shrivel them to sun-dried husks.
There was more. A further two Home-rockers had died. In a bitter twist of irony, the youngest and eldest of the graciles perished in the same dreadful hour; an unnamed infant delivered stillborn by the midwives and old Plainswalker, casualties both of malnourishment and dehydration. Their bodies were dumped side by side at the foot of the honeycombed tower for the efficient scavengers to recycle.
And still the ludicrous wrangle over who should be in charge echoed through the cave complex.
'STOP THIS FOOLISH BICKERING!’ Bushwalker finally screamed at the top of her lungs.
The chatter died away into an awkward hush broken by a lone mutter from Quickstep. ‘Here she goes again.'
Bushwalker stepped forward into prominence once more and pointed out, ‘All this talk is wasted if nothing ever comes of it.'
'That's male prerogative, girlie,’ rejoined Quickstep, not appreciating the stupidity of his statement. ‘You really shouldn't be here. Treeclimber banned you from attending these meetings.'
'He's dead. I don't think his word carries much weight anymore.'
'I see grief hasn't blunted your tongue any, Bushwalker.'
'Nor has adversity taught you to think before opening your mouth.'
Quickstep shut up. Treeclimber's loudmouthed girlfriend was as insulting as he had been in life.
Placing her hands on her hips, Bushwalker stared reproachfully at the lounging males, an addition to her plan for deliverance forming in her mind. ‘Since you lot can't seem to make up your minds,’ she hooted, ‘I'm taking charge before we all die.'
'You can't!’ protested Quickstep. ‘You're a girl.’ His mouth outran his brain again.
'Nice of you to notice. Believe me, I don't want the job any more than you do, but someone's got to start making decisions around here since you males can't think your way out of a thorn bush.'
Whisperings of discontent, all of them manly, filled the vault. Except for one. ‘Both Caverunner and Treeclimber are gone,’ reasoned Grubtaster, ‘and we can't decide upon a replacement chief. Why not give her a go? The worst she can do is get herself killed.'
'Thanks for the endorsement,’ Bushwalker dryly said.
Oddly enough, Quickstep came around to her way of thinking, if only to see her fall flat on her snout. ‘Go ahead and make her head boy, Grubtaster. See if I care.'
There were no other objections. No male wanted to be the new Caverunner when the tribe was neck deep in problems and so Bushwalker became leader by default. A win was still a win. There was no ceremony, no fanfare of hoots and hollers, just a silent acknowledgment of her new status. Her fellow females were gob-struck and gazed at their elevated sister with a respect akin to awe. A precedent had been set with girl-power coming to the fore.
'What about Bighand then, chief?’ It was Grubtaster again, putting his new boss to the test.
'Taken care of.'
He raised his brow questioningly.
Reluctant to relive his murder, all that Bushwalker said of Bighand's demise was, ‘He's gone, never to return. I made sure of that. His troop won't bother ours anymore. We can use the waterhole again. Come morning we'll all go down and take a long overdue drink.'
The troop, though dubious, took her optimism at face value. Hope was a better proposition than labelling Caverunner's successor a kook, moreso if there was the slightest chance of getting water.
'That means with Bighand out of the way there'll be no more killings at night,’ Grubtaster surmised.
'Hardly,’ contradicted Bushwalker. ‘Like I've been saying all along, the robusts aren't responsible for the deaths. A black bodied and hearted clawfoot is. He goes by the name of Yowlar and I have it on very good authority that he sees us as more than mere food. I think his hunt is some sort of vendetta.'
Grubtaster frowned. ‘What did we ever to do him?'
Bushwalker shrugged. The cause was unimportant. Its effects were.
'Who's your source?’ Quickstep probed.
'Nobody you'd know.’ Bushwalker's succinct reply rang with honesty. Telling Quickstep and the others that confirmation came from an untrustworthy crocodile would hardly put her in good stead. Her chieftainship, barely sanctioned, was a tenuous regime.
'Are you planning to handle him by the same method you used on Bighand?'
Bushwalker looked for the speaker of that astute query. It happened to be Windchaser, the fourth—no correction, now second—eldest gracile since Strayhand had been elevated to number one oldster following Plainswalker passing away. Bushwalker could not help but smirk admiringly. The intuitive nineteen-year-old Upright was female.
'That's correct, Windchaser. However, I must face him alone. Only I'm equipped to deal with the clawfoot on his terms and I'll not endanger anyone else.'
Quickstep sneered. ‘How can a mere slip of a girl overpower an alleged clawfoot who's supposedly bitten to death three of us?'
'The same way Bushwalker neutralised Bighand,’ reiterated Windchaser.
Quickstep obviously was not tiring of being shot down.
'She's right,’ validated Bushwalker. ‘I won't go into the how, but the why is plain enough—to preserve our troop against any and all threats. I'll be in need of somebody to oversee the day to day running of Home-rock while I busy myself sorting out this nasty clawfoot. Windchaser, are you up to being deputy leader?'
'Me?'
'You're savvy and unafraid to express your opinion. Those are good qualities in a second. I need someone I can trust at my side.'
Ditchjumper spoke up. ‘This is unnatural. Not one, but two females in power.'
Bushwalker addressed his doubts. ‘Was I not just made chief Upright?'
'Um, yes.'
'It was a rhetorical question, Ditchjumper. My meaning was, I can do as I please with impunity.'
'I wouldn't quite go that far,’ Quickstep butted in.
'Grubtaster, you advocated my leadership. Either I have complete mastery of the troop or I don't.'
Grubtaster admired Bushwalker's alacrity. He had backed a winner. ‘You know she's right, Quickstep.'
'Trust you to side with her,’ quipped the heckler. ‘I'm betting your only motive is to mate with her.'
Insulted, Bushwalker kept a tight rein on her indignation. She was not about to give Quickstep the satisfaction of seeing her provoked.
'Her word can't be challenged,’ maintained Grubtaster. ‘Debated, but never contested. Whatever changes she makes can only be overturned in the event of her death.'
'That can't happen soon enough for me,’ Quickstep cruelly uttered, pushing past Bushwalker as he stormed from the cave.
Watching his fiery exit, she muttered, ‘Good riddance.’ She straightened herself. ‘I officially call this meeting over. Go get some sleep, all of you. Tomorrow we drink and eat our fill.'
The subdued Uprights filed out of the vault, wanting to believe Bushwalker's promises yet afraid that her confidence was imprudent. Some, females mostly, mumbled words of congratulation as they paraded past. The rest ignored her.
'Windchaser, Ditchjumper ... stay behind if you will.'
The singled out graciles lingered in the grotto as Bushwalker handed out instructions. ‘To Windchaser she said, ‘You'll be leading the troop to Murky Watering when dawn breaks.'
The elderly female pulled a face. ‘Will it be safe to travel there like you claim?'
'Safe enough. The robusts are too afraid to trouble us again and besides I'll provide you with an escort.’ Ugnap did have his uses.
'What'll you be doing, dear?’ the oldster wanted to know.
'Working out a strategy for dealing with our furry unfriendly. That's where you come into play, Ditchjumper.'
'I do?'
'Yeah. Like me, you have firsthand experience of a clawfoot attack.'
He shuddered from remembering his past ordeal. ‘How can my having been mauled by a Roarer possibly help, Bushwalker?'
'You got up close and personal to a big cat much nearer than me and lived to tell about it.'
'It was sheer luck I walked away at all.'
'Luck or no, you survived. You can give me lifesaving tips so that I can do the same when I encounter Yowlar.'
Ditchjumper's scarred back began to twitch nervously. ‘Make sure I'm not with you when that happens,’ he pleaded. ‘Once bitten, twice shy.'
* * * *The flies buzzed, Yowlar too buggered to swish his tail to shoo away the annoying insects. He had collapsed in the shade of a stunted acacia more in the nature of an overgrown bush than fully fledged tree within sight of the waterhole as the dawning sun turned the placid waters from silver to gold. Attracted to the panther's badly bitten and clawed body, blowflies flitted over his wounds in ones and twos. Pretty soon there would be whole swarms of the disgusting pests infesting his messy wounds with their maggot-loaded eggs, turning him into a diseased scarecrow. Flies were pests worldwide!
What I wouldn't give for a Stripeback about now, Yowlar wished. Skunks were natural insect repellents.
With a groan he hauled himself to his paws. He did not fancy becoming a buffet for fly larvae and needed to clean his injuries. That meant a tiresome walk to Murky Watering. Yowlar eyed the distance unfavourably. The waterhole's sunlit surface glittered a hundred yards away. It might as well have been a hundred miles. He began padding with tortured slowness, dragging his savaged hindquarters, his blood-encrusted shoulders and rump throbbing hurtfully with each new step. By the time the mauled panther dressed in conspicuous black and red tumbled down the embankment and plopped into the soothing wetness, he was virtually spent. The night's dangers badly drained Yowlar of precious strength. His other eight lives were failing. He was dying.
But Yowlar was not entirely dead just yet. Sensing movement in the cooling waters, he heaved himself up onto the bank barely in the nick of time as Ensodius lunged from the shallows, the croc's seeking jaws snapping shut on empty air.
The unlucky Watersnout viewed Yowlar sprawled on his side in the mud, the panther's flanks heaving from the near miss. ‘I knew you'd be back, fluffy,’ he grinned. ‘My sixth sense is never wrong. You're looking rather poorly, Yowlar.'
'Did you glean that from your intuition?'
'A cat with a sense of humour ... don't give up your night job.'
Yowlar weakly raised his head to stare down the floating crocodile. ‘Why did you have a go at me just now? There is such a thing as professional courtesy.'
'Food is food,’ scoffed Ensodius. ‘You're not telling me that whoever chomped you up wasn't a predator like us.'
The Sabretooth became broody. The crocodile quite literally had a big mouth on him. ‘What made you so certain I would return?’ he grumped.
'Everyone needs to drink.'
Yowlar's petulance did not improve at hearing the obvious.
Ensodius was not finished. ‘There's a little more to it than that, pussycat. Like I told you, I possess a measure of acuity. It may be inherited from my remote ancestors. They supposedly could foretell far into the future. What a crock! You can't predict more than an instant or two. For example, I foresee you repaying your debt to me very shortly.’ The unsavoury crocodile started inching his way out of the water up on to the muddy lakeshore, the cold gleam of ruthless purpose lighting his slitted reptilian eyes. He meant to gulp down Yowlar at any cost!
Unable to stand and fight let alone run away, Yowlar shut his eyes and waited for the death crunch. It never came. He cautiously opened one peeper, seeing the unwholesome reptile composedly basking in the sun's rays and chortling quietly to himself not ten feet distant. ‘Do you always laugh at your meals?’ the panther snarled peevishly.
Ensodius did not answer.
'What's the matter lizard, cat got your tongue?’ Yowlar liked that pun and was distinctly put out when the crocodile failed to respond to it.
Eventually, Ensodius deigned to answer the gibe. ‘I've decided not to take advantage of you, fluffy, so I'm letting you live for the time being. You're far more amusing to me alive than mouldering at the bottom of my waterhole until soggy enough to tear apart and consume.'
The black cat blanched at that macabre thought.
Footfalls marked an approaching intrusion and the crocodile made a dash back to his watery refuge. Yowlar almost had to laugh at the reptile's gall. Ensodius had in no way given him a reprieve from his death sentence out of any desire for excitement at all. He had simply been frightened off. Maybe he hated being watched when eating. That was small comfort to the sickly panther as the intruder pulled close. One scavenging devourer was much the same as any other in terms of delivering death.
'Fancy meeting you here, brother.’ Hoaru padded into Yowlar's line of vision, plonking himself down in front of the poorly panther. ‘My, how the mighty have fallen,’ he purred.
'Come to gloat have you?'
'Actually, yes.'
'How did you find me?'
'The Hookbeaks.'
Yowlar noted the expectant vultures riding the thermals overhead in steady spirals. They were the signposts of the animal kingdom, marking the whereabouts of the dead and the dying. Whilst nowhere near as big as the impressive condors of his old world and life, the African carrion birds were far more numerous and Yowlar most of all identified with the benefits of a cooperative hunt, whether that be part of a pride or a flock. He envied their freedom, wishing he could up and soar away.
'Hurry up and die, will you,’ Hoaru urged. ‘I've got hunting to do.'
'Do you really hate me that much?’ his stricken brother mewed.
'You still don't get it, Yowlar. I never hated you. It was pure jealousy. You had the life I always wanted.'
'You're welcome to it now,’ the panther croaked.
Hoaru bared his teeth in the cat version of a leer. ‘Think I'll pass. Who chewed you up so bad?'
'A whole gang of Roarers.’ Yowlar had no desire to let on that a single lion reduced him to this bloody wreck. He had his dignity after all, even if that was the only pride left him.
'Must have been some bunch to beat the mighty Yowlar.'
'They were.'
Hoaru suspected a mistruth in the nature of the concocted Taker story, but said nothing. ‘I bet you're missing clan life.'
Yowlar both hissed and snarled at once. ‘I can't be expected to die quickly if you ask me stupid questions. Of course I do. We were proud to be pride.'
'In name only,’ Hoaru contested. ‘You always had final growl.'
'We were, we are, brothers.'
A deep-seated familial stirring came to life within Hoaru. He regarded Yowlar's grave injuries. They did share the same blood staining the lakeside mud. Guilt-ridden, the black-patterned, golden-coated Sabretooth made his way over to his ebony sibling, jaws agape.
Yowlar flinched. The expected death-bite that would end his suffering did not come to pass. He instead felt Hoaru's rough tongue licking his shoulder wounds. ‘What are you doing?'
'Cleaning you up, as usual.’ Hoaru gagged and spat. ‘You've no idea just how disgusting fly eggs taste.'
'I know what you are doing, only the why escapes me. I thought you wanted me dead.'
'So did I. Unfortunately for me you are family.’ Hoaru's conscience had indeed been pricked to act beyond a mercy killing.
'This is like old times, brother. You patching me up after a rough day.'
'Don't get used to it. Once I've fixed you up, I'm back on my way.'
'Where to?'
'That'd be telling,’ Hoaru guardedly said, extremely protective of his new lifestyle and private territory. He roughly licked Yowlar's rump and his sibling whimpered.
'Have you seen anything more of Miorr?’ the mewling panther asked, trying to take his mind off the pain.
'No,’ Hoaru bitterly replied. ‘She's keeping to her word by staying clear of any and all males.’ His tongue roughed up a set of gashes notching Yowlar's flank and the midnight cat squirmed. ‘You certainly ruined her for anyone else.'
'She was never yours, or mine for that matter.'
Hoaru finished doctoring Yowlar in the manner of cats and ventured down to the waterside to rinse the taste of blood from his mouth.
'Take care,’ his ailing brother warned. ‘A big, dodgy swimming lizard lives down there and he doesn't have an aversion to trying cat meat.’ Yowlar felt obliged to tip off Hoaru to the danger Ensodius posed, not out of any sense of loyalty mind you. The panther needed a nurse and Hoaru fitted the bill nicely.
Changing his mind about lapping up some water, Hoaru turned from the waterhole and informed Yowlar, ‘Time I was off. I'll not be seeing you around.'
'You can't leave me like this.'
'Watch me.'
'But I need food and rest if I'm to recover.'
'That's not my concern.'
'You must take care of me!'
'I have no intention of doing you any more favours.'
Yowlar brought out the big claws. ‘We shared the same father. That means we're kin and family sticks together no matter what.'
Hoaru screwed up his muzzle in irritation, guilt again persuading him to recant his disavowal. ‘I'll look after you for today and not a moment longer,’ he acceded, grumbling, ‘Reverting to being your babysitter makes me want to cough up a hairball.'
Back in command, temporarily at least, Yowlar conned his reluctant brother to go hunting for him. Using Hoaru's absence to gather his thoughts, the panther decided then and there not to die. He was stronger than that, buoyed by his personal creed. Yowlar lived to hunt, not hunted to live. Hoaru returned an hour later carrying the sorry carcass of a baboon in his mouth.
'Bon appetite,’ the handsomely spotted Sabretooth said, depositing the kill by his brother's head.
The panther sniffed at his meal, recognising the identifying scent. It was Jinku. There was not a single scratch on his deceased Squaremuzzle servant. He had simply died of fright from encountering the Roarer gang. What else stood out as amazing was the fact that Jinku's unmarked corpse had lain temptingly out on the savannah for the entire night untouched by roving hyenas, jackals, or other opportunists until Hoaru scavenged him.
'Tough hunt, Hoaru?'
'The little beggar put up a struggle, but I subdued him. Tuck in.'
Yowlar was uninterested in consuming the baboon. While having no qualms about dining on someone he knew personally, he was conditioned to feed exclusively upon hominins. ‘I'm not so hungry after all,’ he told his lying brother.
'Mind if I have a nibble?'
'Feel free.’ Yowlar watched Hoaru dissect the flaccid monkey, undisturbed by his greediness.
'You still owe me that explanation,’ Hoaru said to his sibling between mouthfuls. Yowlar looked blank. ‘For how we got changed and why we were brought here,’ Hoaru reminded him. ‘I'm assuming you know.'
Feeling like he was indebted to all and sundry, Yowlar answered the question with a poser of his own. ‘What game have you been hunting since we got here?'
Hoaru stopped eating. ‘What an odd thing to ask.'
'Answer it.'
'I no longer have to do anything you tell me to.'
'I'm asking brother to brother.'
'Stop flinging that in my muzzle.'
'Hey, if it works, use it. Now answer my query.'
Hoaru sighed. ‘If you must know, it's been mostly Screechers. Stag-moose don't exactly abound here and what with my newfound arboreal skills—'
'What about Uprights?'
'What of them?'
'Have you a compulsion to hunt them more than any other prey type?'
'Not especially. Screechers are easier to catch and...'
Yowlar switched off as Hoaru droned on about the finer points of monkey catching. It seemed his brother's mutation had affected his personality too, making him far more talkative than his old self. It was not an improvement.
He sensed, more than reasoned, that Tsor mind conditioning was not nearly as strong in the others as it was in his own psychological makeup. Perhaps it was linked to the unalterable fact that he was the first recipient of the mutation process and received the strongest dose. Still, the anomaly of being able to feed upon monkeys instead of hominins was a puzzler. If Yowlar was a bit more studious with his cognitive deduction he might have worked out by way of inference that monkeys were just a lower branch on the primate tree the simians currently crowned and that their flesh was similar enough to ground-ape meat to satisfy Gurgon-Rha's mentally implanted menu. The dead Tsor's puppetry was inherently flawed.
'Whatever became of that female you got up the duff?’ Yowlar bluntly asked his kin. ‘Don't tell me she got all moody like Miorr.'
Hoaru clammed up. Not one to mate and tell he relented only when Yowlar pressed the issue. ‘She died.'
'What happened to her?'
'The change we underwent ... she didn't survive the transition. The cubs she carried perished with her.’ Hoaru choked on the last bombshell.
Yowlar glossed over his sibling's grief. ‘Fatherhood is not the lark it's cracked up to be. You sire a few sprogs and then their snotty mothers take over—end of story. Believe me, you've not missed anything.'
Hoaru disagreed in terse silence. Parenting was to have been a wonderful new adventure heartlessly denied him by what could only be his baby brother's perennial meddling. ‘What caused us to change, Yowlar?’ he insisted on knowing.
'You always were like a dog with a bone.'
'Insults won't put me off.'
'A giant walking snake waved his claw, made us over into these inferior cats, and plonked us here to exterminate every Upright pride.'
'Stop yanking my tail. Everyone knows snakes haven't got legs.'
'Remember that odd moving cloud I spotted over Sunning Rock on our last day in Scrubland Domain?'
Hoaru recalled the fur-raising incident and hissed in response at the unnerving memory. ‘The cloud had something to do with all of this?'
'The two-legged snake rode in it.'
'That's a hard tale to swallow.'
'It's the truth,’ avowed Yowlar. ‘I have no reason to fib.'
His brotherly Sabretooth growled scoffingly. Yowlar could not lie straight on a riverbed.
'Believe what you will, Hoaru. Why the lasting interest anyhow? What has happened to us can't be undone.'
'I'd like to thank this snake.'
'Thank him?'
'For making my life freer than it has ever been since I was whelped. And on that growl, goodbye, Yowlar.’ Abandoning his half-finished meal, Hoaru turned tail, padding away from the prone panther.
'Surely you're not leaving? What about brotherhood?'
Hoaru answered promptly without slowing or looking back, and there was hurt inflecting his voice. ‘What you said about fatherhood applies to brothers too. Once the cubs are grown, the relationship is severed.'
Not bothering to protest further, the panther refused to watch his sibling depart and averted his anguished eyes. Whenever he was in trouble Yowlar had a knack of landing on all four paws in the end. This was no different. Dying was just a mere inconvenience. Yowlar was certain he would bounce back. Glancing up, he saw the lowering vultures, which upon reading death on the updrafts were swooping in to land. It seemed the winged carrion finders did not share his confidence.


Chapter ThirteenBushwalker grew sick of waiting. A fortnight passed and the warren of Home-rock had not been revisited by its resident demon. That fact delighted the majority of the graciles. The notable exceptions were Bushwalker and her confidants. She retained a gut feeling that the phantom black cat was eventually going to revisit the scene of his crimes to restart his killing spree and her edginess grated on both Ditchjumper's and Windchaser's nerves. Something had to happen soon or the tension would snap Bushwalker in two.
Those two weeks were not uneventful. On the coaching side of things, Ditchjumper taught his plumb crazy leader everything he knew on how to survive a lion attack. That took all of five seconds. His advice to Bushwalker, stemming from the method that ultimately saved his own hide, was to seek out the nearest available tree and scale it to the topmost branches. It did make sense. Roarers were heavier than other clawfeet and their weight prevented them from ascending exceedingly high, as branches tend to creak and splinter when carrying too heavy a load, dumping the hefty climber earthwards. Unfortunately, Ditchjumper's recommendation did not impress Bushwalker all that much as she was going up against a tree-climbing Sabretooth.
There was some light at the end of the inky tunnel. Bushwalker cleverly jogged Ditchjumper's hazy memory of his having been attacked by a potential man-eater and consequently picked up some useful information that, combined with recent long distant observations of various breeds of clawfeet at work, brought her up to speed on big cat hunting behaviour. They generally came at prey unseen from behind, bowled their victim over then clamped vice-like jaws about the target's throat, suffocating the luckless creature. Granted, they were small points of interest but invaluable considering Bushwalker was basing her entire strategy for tackling Yowlar on those truths. If only the panther would show for her to test tactics against.
Of course, Ditchjumper thought her madder than a tick-ridden Nosehorn for actually wanting to bait a clawfoot armed with nothing more than a quick mind. Bushwalker had not revealed her secret weapon to the troop. She did not want outsiders getting wind of the cutter and continued secretly practicing its use in the confines of the murdered toolmaker's grotto every moonlit night, undisturbed and undiscovered.
'You coming with us today, boss?'
Sitting on her haunches in the cave mouth of the vault next door to Caverunner's deserted abode, rendered undesirable by the ghoulish goings-on and the residual stink of Troublefoot's putrefaction, Bushwalker considered Windchaser's query. She enjoyed a prime view of the dawn sun lifting augustly into the eastern sky, marking the beginning of the third week of her vigil. ‘Maybe later,’ she said with a yawn, tired from a night spent slicing cave air filled with imaginary foes.
'I'll find some bulbs to bring back for you,’ Windchaser promised with a wry smile before heading off.
The troop's number two had come to know her chieftain's habit of staying put at the cave complex for days on end and was kindly keeping her fed. Only a dry throat periodically compelled Bushwalker to abandon her post and join the rest of the Uprights in their daily trek to the waterhole. She always hurried back to Home-rock after slaking her thirst afraid that she might miss the panther's comeback, thereby ruining her planned daylight confrontation. The dread night belonged to the ferocious black cat and she would not challenge him on his terms.
On the whole, Bushwalker was finding command relatively straightforward. The key to successful leadership is delegation and in Windchaser she had selected a capable second who handled admirably the tasks set her. The restructured hierarchy did not start off smoothly though. The males at first strongly resented the changes imposed upon them and complained monotonously, but soon came to realise that female rule was not so bad and began to noticeably whinge less. Leniency replaced despotism, helping to partially break apart the mortar cementing gracile ethics for generations. Equality of the sexes was an unreachable goal in man-ape times, yet the division of labour gradually became less uneven as every adult pitched in for the united good of the troop.
Bushwalker remained true to her word in saying that Bighand was right out of the picture. Every morning following Bushwalker's promotion, Windchaser without fail fronted the troop shambling unopposed to Murky Watering and on to the premium feeding grounds beyond. Seldom seen, the robusts—when glimpsed at a distance—gave their emboldened cousins an uncommonly wide berth. Even the weather seemed to favour the new chieftain. The land baked continuously beneath a winter sun constantly threatening drought, yet rain-laden thunderheads were building up on the western skyline, on call to moisten the thirsty savannah at a moment's wind change.
'This isn't healthy, Caverunner.'
'I thought I told you not to call me that, Ditchjumper.'
The scarred male stepped in from the day-bright ledge outdoors to sit beside his leader in the perpetually shaded grotto. ‘It's tradition,’ he answered urbanely.
'Hang tradition. It's old fashioned. My given name is Bushwalker. That's what I'm used to, so that's what you'll call me.'
'I still feel weird about it.’ The dark look he got back convinced Ditchjumper not to pursue the matter. She had already defied convention by appointing Windchaser her deputy, refusing to occupy the topmost cave, and later decreeing that all members of the troop, females included, be granted the inalienable right to speak in council. Why should he protest the dropping of a heritable title? ‘This obsession of yours is unhealthy and getting out of hand,’ he accused her.
'Why Ditchjumper, are you being familiar?'
'N-No chief, I wouldn't dream of doing anything improper.'
She laughed kind-heartedly at his discomfort. If it were not for his scarred back, Ditchjumper might have been considered handsome in a rugged sort of way with his scruffy sandy pelt. As his love life stood he was constantly rejected in the mating game. No female wanted to consort with a deformed suitor. Accordingly, his people skills regarding the opposite sex were understandably limited.
Thinking Bushwalker was making fun of him, Ditchjumper griped, ‘I'm only concerned for your sanity, chief. This monstrous clawfoot of yours isn't going to show anytime soon. Is it worth putting yourself through the aggro of waiting for the sod?'
Bushwalker smiled kindly at Ditchjumper. He was proving a loyal supporter. In spite of his initial reservations concerning females in charge, he had, like Grubtaster, stuck by her and now conceded that the early days of her leadership were passing without a hitch. In fact, the Home-rockers had gradually begun to thrive. Access to water and better fodder was theirs again, accompanied by a general contentment permeating the whole troop. Yet Bushwalker knew that this was the calm before the storm. ‘Oh, he'll be back alright,’ she swore.
'What makes you so certain?'
'Call it female intuition.'
Ditchjumper let it go at that. He understood women less than lions. The gentle morning breeze wafted against his blonde-haired skin and he felt the simmering heat of the coming day in its airy touch. A wistful expression crossed Ditchjumper's face. ‘Any chance of your revealing how you got rid of Bighand?’ he offhandedly slipped into the conversation. It was only the second instance Bushwalker had been asked that since Grubtaster's desire to know.
'Can you keep a secret?’ she responded.
'I've never told anyone that Strayhand still wets his bedding.'
'Until now.'
'Oops.’ Embarrassment replaced Ditchjumper's pensiveness. His eyes darted down worriedly to his crutch. ‘And he made me promise not to blab on pain of castration.'
Bushwalker giggled.
Ditchjumper was far from amused. Though his manhood seldom got much use, he was very attached to his family jewels and would prefer them not bitten off.
Getting over her mirth, his leader commanded, ‘Have a look at this,’ whipping out an unnatural looking stone she had been sitting on.
'That can't have been very comfortable,’ remarked Ditchjumper. He was handed the pebble-tool and refused taking the rock. It had just come out from under Bushwalker's butt!
'Hold out your hand, Ditchjumper,’ she ordered, slapping the stone into his unsteady palm. ‘Be careful, it bites.'
The bemused male gave the curiosity the once over. ‘This looks vaguely familiar.'
'It should. Rockshaper used to play with stones like that all the time. In fact, he left behind a hidden cave full of them.'
'And it's good for what?'
'Making changes.'
A creepy suspicion entered Ditchjumper's mind. ‘What's this black stuff crusted on the sharp end that looks hideously like a Roarer claw?'
'Bighand's blood.'
Ditchjumper dropped the cutter faster than a chunk of hot lava. ‘You mean you, you...’ He could not even say it.
'I killed him,’ Bushwalker affirmed with a tight grimace. By no means proud of the murder she committed, the maid felt no shame for what was in her eyes a justifiable act. Regret, maybe, but not remorse. Events dictated that she sacrifice one robust life to spare many graciles. The collateral damage Ugnap's horns caused did not imbalance her sense of right and wrong.
'I need to sit down,’ Ditchjumper groaned.
'You are sitting.'
'Then I need to lie down.’ He flopped onto his back, the cave spinning. The sweet innocent Bushwalker appeared to be was nothing but a façade.
'What did you think I did with Bighand—batted my eyelashes and got him to leave on a promise?'
'No, chief, but killing is so drastic.'
'On the contrary, it's a natural necessity. Predators kill to eat. We must on occasion, I've learnt firsthand, kill to survive.'
He rolled his eyes Bushwalker's way. ‘You don't look like a killer.'
She sighed genuinely. ‘I don't think of myself as one either. That's not to say I won't carry out what needs to be done to stay alive, or keep my troop watered for that matter.'
Ditchjumper tried to rise and sagged back down, feeling dizzy still.
'Take deep breaths,’ Bushwalker advised him.
He tried to get a handle on things. ‘You used that sharp stone to, to...'
'Deprive Bighand of living.’ She put it as nicely as she could.
The concept of tool-usage was not wholly alien to Ditchjumper. The Uprights regularly drove sticks into termite mounds and feasted on the irritated insects that clung to the shaft of wood when it was withdrawn. Leaves were frequently curled over and used for drinking cups. The strongarmed robusts wielded their cudgels to deadly effect. But those implements were naturally formed and ready at hand. Bushwalker had used a purposefully crafted tool, engineered and employed by forethought. That was a first to him and the world at large.
'And you'll use it on this clawfoot of yours too?'
'When I get the chance.'
'You're game.’ Ditchjumper sat up and stayed perpendicular. He remained drained of colour, his fur a lighter shade of pale. ‘Some of the others are doubting your story about the cat again.'
'Let me guess who. Quickstep for one?'
'He's saying that following Bighand's, er, removal, there's been no more raids in the night, which only goes to show that the robusts were the guilty party all along.'
'He's an imbecile who's going to be proved wrong.'
'You want more of us to die?’ Ditchjumper exclaimed.
'Don't be absurd. Yowlar's return is not going to be marked by another Upright death. With your help, I'll make sure to deny him that.'
'I thought I had helped by sharing the details of my Roarer escape with you.'
'That was only for starters.’ Bushwalker leaned over and picked up her cutter. ‘How do you fancy me teaching you how to slash with one of these?’ Her education on big cats had decided for her that it would be wisest not to go up against the panther alone.
'No thanks.'
'I want backup on the day, and Ditchjumper you're the closest thing that comes to an experienced clawfoot handler I've got.'
He shook his head sadly. ‘I'm a coward at heart. You need someone heroic, like Treeclimber used to be.'
Bushwalker remembered her unborn child's father with mixed feelings. ‘He was that alright, but what use is valour when it places you in needless jeopardy? I don't want to be dependent on a male who'll recklessly land himself in trouble. Somebody who values his own skin more than impressing his leader will serve me better as my reinforcements. Someone like you.'
'I will only let you down, Bushwalker.
'I'll take the gamble.'
Ditchjumper quietly took in the view. Though the crowns of the thorny acacias making up Scraggly Bush masked them from sight, he pictured his fellow graciles meandering from the scrub on to the sward, heading face-on into the emerging day with the lumbering Curvehorn uncomplainingly riding shotgun all the way to the watering hole. ‘Windchaser's your right hand Upright,’ he argued. ‘She'll be more reliable than me. Train her up.'
'No. She remains where she is in case something happens to me.'
Ditchjumper laughed bleakly. ‘That's not helping to convince me.'
She returned the satirical chuckle. ‘If you think Yowlar's going to be a no show, what's the harm in aiding me? At best you'll reclaim a little of your lost courage, at worst you'll bum round here for a few days being hand fed.'
'Or wind up cleaning some Roarer's teeth with my ribs.'
'Only the strong survive, Ditchjumper. Recently, I've found those aren't bad words to live by.'
'Want to hear my favourite maxim?'
'Go ahead.'
'Run away and live to enjoy another day.'
Bushwalker grinned. ‘You'll do me just fine.'


Chapter FourteenSnow-capped and radiant, the summit of Whitetop reared majestically above the surrounding plain. The sheer physical presence of the sole mountain in the region naturally dominated the landscape. Bottomed by the perpetual mist cloaking its forested slopes, the tapering peak appeared to be magically floating on clouds. It was in fact composed of not one but two separate extinct volcanoes, long since eroded by time and past eruptions into what appeared from a distance a single flattened cone.
Yowlar remained unimpressed by Whitetop's timeless splendour. He had trekked here to recuperate, not admire the scenery like a gawping hick sightseer. That said, he was a tourist and the mount could hardly be missed. Every so often the panther would glance up at the ice-crowned pinnacle filling half the sky and emit a silent snarl. Items bigger than him always made Yowlar nervous.
A month had elapsed since the Sabretooth's close call with death. Hard pressed to recover from his ordeal and sporting a debilitating limp as a permanent reminder of lion playfulness, but survive he did. Relocating helped immensely. Murky Water supported the local Roarers, so Yowlar thought it prudent to go on a holiday of sorts. Remembering Jinku's usefulness as a walking regional atlas, he steered a shaky course southeast using Whitetop as his reference point.
It was a difficult journey fraught with danger. His wounds had become reinfected, he narrowly avoided being on the menu of a nomadic hyena clan, and twice he nearly stepped on deadly cobras. Water was a scarcity, yet he managed to stumble across a small, sheltered lake fed by a deep underground spring unfound by the thirsting graciles in the western lee of the mountain. Actually, it was more of a mud pool. The prolonged winter had shrunk the waters and the resident hippos, crammed into a steadily dwindling reservoir, churned their aquatic home into a muddy wallow. The local crocs had long since migrated, walking by night to seek other pockets of water untouched by the evaporating rays of the burning sun. Unpleasant as the dirty water tasted, it quenched the panther's nagging thirst.
Yowlar encountered few other big cats in his travels. The lions luckily appeared to be centralised around the northern waterhole, whilst the only other sizable clawfeet wandering the veldt were the skittish cheetahs that patently avoided contact with other felines. Once, he thought he spied a fellow Sabretooth way off in the hazy distance, but that may have only been a delusional product of the fever he almost succumbed to. Made of stern stuff, the panther stubbornly refused to die. That obduracy had seen him reach his destination and keep his life.
That is not to say he was back in peak condition, far from it. Scrawny beneath his matted pelt, Yowlar was hobbled by his lameness. Patches of bare gouged skin scarring his shoulders and rump showed where his attacker had raked out his fur. Yowlar's tail drooped like an unblown flag on a windless day and he stank of ill health.
Unconsciously heeding Jinku's caution that Greenshadow was imbued with inherent malevolence, he resisted the tempting dampness of the lowland rainforest. Not long after crawling to this, the drier, southern base of Whitetop, the emaciated panther scented the telltale aroma of Uprights and tracked the odour upwind to its source: a pair of distracted graciles stumbling blindly along in a southerly direction. Selecting the male as his target one moonless night, Yowlar passed over the rotted corpse of a half-eaten juvenile his victim was absurdly dragging behind him—which by the way smelt vaguely familiar—and brought down the dull-eyed prey with a fumbled killing bite to the back of the head. Caverunner's bigger carcass provided Yowlar with much needed sustenance and he did not resume hunting until a week later, finishing his extermination of the abdicator's family by stalking Leafpicker, putting an end to her starving misery and his in a dry and dusty gully early one evening.
Game proved sparse since those providential kills. Tsor conditioning, lessening as it was—whether due to time or distance from his arrival point Yowlar could not tell—predetermined his appetite still. In the absence of further hominins he took to subsisting on whatever primates he could catch, which happened to be the half-foot long bushbabies living sedately amongst the branches of the canopy trees fringing Greenshadow. Whilst no more than snack food the nocturnal insectivores did keep Yowlar alive long enough to heal.
But the luring jungle housed intriguing monkey scents, drawing him into its densely bushed, hugely trunked interior. Giant canopied boles roped with vines and creepers blocked out the comforting sunlight. Layered herbs and shrubs formed a constrictive groundcover, dampening the usual forest sounds into a palpable silence. Revulsion of the unfamiliar, tropical woodland did not prevent the Sabretooth hunting this new ground. His persistence paid off by tracking to its source a particularly pithy primate odour belonging to a troop of short-armed, ancestral chimpanzees. These problem-solving, communal apes were the terrors responsible for propagating Greenshadow's sinister reputation amongst the Squaremuzzles. Far from being placid vegetarians, chimps—males in particular—ruthlessly chased down and killed varying monkey species, baboons included. Nothing like carnivorous cousins to put a hex on a place!
Astonishment at the close resemblance of the anthropoids to the hominins formed into a mouth-watering realisation that prompted Yowlar into adding this twig of the branchy simian tree to his dietary repertoire. Chimps turned out to be an adequate substitute for Upright meat, though harder to trap, making his predation unhappily short-lived. Burly as the ancient chimpanzees were, they were able climbers that granted the arboreal Sabretooth no respite in the bottommost tree canopy from their vengeful harassment. Slaughtering one brought down the chest-thumping wrath of the others. Eviction from the jungle only deepened the panther's resentment of the detestable primate family.
Beginning now to feel something like his old self, Yowlar started scouting the countryside. Cats, regardless of size or breed or location, share a compulsion to know the layout of their land. Immediately south of Whitetop's greened foothills sprawled an upland region of rocky, semi-arid scrub dotted by the ubiquitous acacia trees that symbolise Africa as readily as lion, elephant, and zebra do. Taking two full days to meander along the circumference of the mount's broad base disillusioned the bored Sabretooth to the point of distraction. Enamoured with distantly sprinting ostriches, feathered mimics of bygone dinosaurs with no comparison in his North American life experiences, Yowlar blundered upslope into the grazing ground of a multitudinous baboon troop.
Suddenly aware of four hundred pair of eyes focusing on him, Yowlar halted mid step and hissed reflexively. Before the panther could react further a dozen subordinate males encircled him, baring formidable eyeteeth that gave Sabretooth canines a run for their money. A superficial kinship to Jinku and his species plainly evident from their doggish snouts, the similarity ended abruptly at size. Scarcely longer than the two and a half footer savannah baboons, these cousinly Squaremuzzles bulked four to five times heavier.
'What have we here?’ A pondering, dominant male paraded before Yowlar's consternated gaze. Perfectly adapted to a ground living existence, these long-snouted monkeys walked with four-footed ease. Such a method of locomotion suited and actively encouraged the gigantism of these heavyset primates. A superlative example of baboon bigness, the boss Squaremuzzle—silvered by age and power—easily tipped the scales at 200 lbs.
Squatting on his red-bottomed, hairless buttocks, he fearlessly fixed the big cat with his beady-eyed stare. ‘We are BongaDiku,’ he barked by way of introduction. ‘Bonga for short.'
Surrounded by a score of overly fanged monkeys, Yowlar figured a little civility would not go amiss and wisely put his paw down. ‘The name's Yowlar.'
'You are indubitably a clawfoot, though we cannot place your kind.'
'I'm new to the region.'
'An exotic? Purrfect! You shall make a splendid acquisition.'
Fur bristling in apprehension, Yowlar eyes burned bright then narrowed. ‘I get the feeling I'm not going to like what's coming. Just who are you, Bonga?'
'We are avid collectors.'
'Of what?'
'Pets. For your own safety, we recommend that you come quietly, without fuss. Making a scene will be so bothersome.'
The lesser males pressed in around the damaged Sabretooth, restricting his response. The horrification of the combined lion attack fresh in his mind, Yowlar submitted unprotestingly to his capture by the baboon horde. When the odds are stacked against you behaving rashly is inadvisable and the panther did not relish a repeat performance of his earlier mauling, especially not from steroidal monkeys.
Ushered by his circle of captors into the stonier uplands, Yowlar curiously noted that Bonga stayed behind. His interest deepened when they manoeuvred him into position at the mouth of a rocky ravine slashing the barren foothills, the operation overseen by another dominant male the spitting image of the troop leader who nabbed him.
'A fresh exhibit! We are pleased,’ he exclaimed to the panther's entourage of edgy guards.
'The clawfoot calls itself Yowlar,’ a junior male related.
'That shan't do. We shall rename you Black Beastie. We think it much more fitting for a brute of your inky ilk.'
Yowlar took offence. ‘Then I'll call you Blood-bum.'
'Silence, clawfoot!’ yapped one of Yowlar's escort. ‘You'll mind your manners around BongaDiku.'
Gazing at the look-alike, the Sabretooth mewed confusedly, ‘Didn't we leave him back down on the flat?'
The mirror image head Squaremuzzle waved a paw contritely. ‘Entirely our fault for not explaining ourselves. We are BongaDiku. Diku for short.'
His befuddlement worsening, Yowlar snarled in frustration. It was left up to the chastising guard to dispel the cat's confusion.
'BongaDiku were born twins. Possessing separate identities, they uncannily think as one animal and make the perfect leader who can be in two places at once—taking the majority of the troop to graze downslope and minding our sleeping place in the canyon.'
Getting it straight in his feline head, Yowlar comprehended that brother baboons captained this troop. ‘Well, I'll be. Copycat monkeys.'
'Do make yourself at home,’ Diku encouraged Yowlar, barking at his minions to form a cordon and release his newest exhibit into its enclosure. ‘We shall endeavour to provide for your every need. We shall make you our pet project.'
'I need to be free,’ growled the panther.
His desire fell on deaf ears. The cordoning baboons moved ahead as one, pressuring the captive Sabretooth to reverse into the gorge. Hissing and spitting in defiance, he nonetheless backed up. Spreading across the width of the defile, the Squaremuzzles steadily pushed Yowlar backwards until his rump was stopped by a screen of acacia branches fencing off the rearmost quarter of the canyon. Reforming into a half circle that confined the cat and his token resistance against the canyon wall, two of the guards peeled off to open the makeshift gate, closing it up after Yowlar had shuffled through.
Given time and different circumstances, baboon ingenuity might have evolved into an offshoot simian culture to rival the hominins. Beaten to the punch by the manual dexterity of the branching pithecines, they were barely out of the starting chute before being scratched from the race to win humanness at the finish post. Baboons would remain nothing more than clever monkeys.
Walled behind a crudely effective fence of thorns, Yowlar vented his angst in a roar. The irony of his captivity did not escape the moody panther. The old Sabretooth adage, Take care that what you maul does not turn around and bite you in the tail, came back to haunt him. Enslaving Jinku resulted in the direr repercussion of Yowlar ending up the star attraction in a giant baboon petting zoo.
Hearing a peculiar snuffling, he warily spied a Bonecruncher crouched wretchedly in a shaded corner behind its own filth of accumulated dung and bones. At seeing the distrustful newcomer, the hyena perked up and trotted over to sniff inquisitively at the Sabretooth. Yowlar guardedly returned the interest shown in him and wished he had not bothered. The hyena smelt rotten!
'Company I gets at long last,’ she muttered. ‘Who be you, kitty? Friend methinks. Hmm, make you friend, will I. Friend be nice.'
Yowlar drew back to study his fellow inmate. Noticeably smaller than the spotted hyenas he was accustomed to eluding, her beige pelt was striped with black bands painted vertically along the flanks and horizontally down the legs. Her swivelling ears had pointy rather than the rounded tips of her near relative. He made the understandable observation, ‘You aren't like other Bonecrunchers I've seen.'
Her erectile mane, running from neck to tail, quivered excitedly. ‘Others? Show where. I sees no others here.’ She looked about their prison cell impatiently.
'The ones out on the veldt.'
Disappointment sagged her mane. ‘Not runs free in awful long time.'
'How long have the Squaremuzzles had you trapped here?'
'Beens here awful long time.’ She sidled up to the uneasy Sabretooth. ‘Friend have I gots to share awful long time.'
Apparently the Bonecruncher's incarceration was of sufficient length to send her loopy. ‘I've been shut in with a mad dog,’ the panther lamented, distancing himself from the smell of lunacy. It may have comforted Yowlar to learn that appearances can indeed be deceiving. Bodily doglike, hyenas shared closer evolutional ties to mongooses than the canid family.
'Since we'll be spending time together, you might as well give me your name,’ Yowlar suggested.
'Mustn't gives name. Dog-monkey takes name, never gives back. Name likes me ... takes then forgets.'
That did not bode well for Yowlar. Resolving to extricate his hide from this unthinkable predicament, the panther sized up the sheer canyon walls and rejected scrabbling upwards to freedom. No able-bodied cat possessed the agility to scale vertical rock and Yowlar had his impaired leg to contend with. Blocked by a past avalanche of collapsed cliff faces, the backend of the gorge was equally unscaleable. That left the barbed gateway as the sole escape route.
With measured cunning, the plotting Sabretooth gauged the dimensions of his jail. Probing the insane hyena for any useful information, he asked, ‘I heard a Squaremuzzle mention that they curl up to sleep inside the canyon. Is this true?'
'I hears them at night, crazy monkey-love they makes. Them screeches at the ends of it, same as Uprights.'
Solidifying his guesstimates, that was still more than Yowlar needed to know.
Pacing around her confinement, the nutty hyena ranted mutteringly into her own insanity. ‘Friends be we, kitty. Never does we part. Pal of mine now. Leaves me never.'
Paying no heed to the Bonecrusher's ramblings, Yowlar talked crazily to himself, a vigilant eye on the strip of sunny blue roofing the ravine. ‘I have a friend of my own calling soon, called Mister Night.'
* * * *An impala haunch tossed over the gate sufficed as supper for the imprisoned predators. Baboons were as adept at butchering antelope kids as chimpanzees were at bashing monkey skulls.
Snatching up the chunk of loin by its leg, the oddball hyena settled in her darkening corner, jealously gnawing her prize. Her growls warning off the cat gained credence as the scorcher of a day sank into the flaming west and evening shadows spilled into the ravine, blacking rocks and moods. Competition with Yowlar was all in her crazed head. The brainwashed Sabretooth would have readily made a meal of one of his captors instead, and not for the food value alone.
Dismayed, but unsurprised, to discern that the bones littering this sealed end of the canyon floor were not entirely the skeletal remains of prey, Yowlar mistrusted the deranged Bonecruncher even more. Sifting through the heaped bones with his cataloguing eyes he picked out a crushed skull and two jawbones belonging to hunters as evidenced, though not specifically made identifiable, by their unmistakably shaped meat-shearing teeth. Horrific puncture marks left gaping holes in that one cranium, its undamaged eye socket staring accusingly at the hyena happily cracking the impala femur. Intuiting that her previous cellmates did not all die from natural causes, the panther decided it wise not to antagonise her.
The first stars twinkled in the cobalt sky as evening wore on into night. The pooling dark inked the ravine, glooming Yowlar's imprisonment but lightening his optimism. The Bonecruncher's manic eyes glinted watchfully from where she lay curled in her resting place, the underlying stone worn smooth from her constant fidgeting. Her spotted sisters were daytime hunters and scavengers, but her kind foraged nocturnally. She, like Yowlar had become, was a creature of the night.
Unworried by that fresh scrap of hyena natural history, Yowlar exercised enormous patience waiting for the unfolding night to deepen, lulling the baboon populace into the false security that slumber brought. He did not ready himself to make his dash for freedom until the witching hour approached, giving time for sleep to overcome any heavy-eyed watchers.
Tensing up, poised to put his escape plan into action, his tautness was defused by the Bonecruncher growling menacingly, ‘No goods being bad kitty. Gets us in troubles, you will. Nasty dog-monkey bites us when mad. Bites necks they does. Stays with me, you will.'
'You're crazier than I imagine if you think I'm content to languish in here,’ Yowlar snarled back. He heard her rise before seeing her muscled form slither ominously from her blacked out corner, another shadow joining the night.
'How's it going to gets out, hmm?’ she cackled. ‘Can't flits like weaving bird. Can't digs like mole rat. Can't clamber likes screaming Screecher.'
Yowlar purred flippantly, certain she could make out his grinning muzzle in the starlight. ‘I jumps like grasshopper,’ he returned.
He could almost hear her cracked mind ticking over. The thorned gate was approximately fifteen feet in height; too high for a squat hyena to hurdle. But a cat, even one lamed and underfed, stood a better chance. The Bonecruncher howled unexpectedly, her head lowered to the stony ground unlike the dogs that bayed to the sky.
'Quit that wailing, unless you want to rouse the dog-monkeys!’ shushed Yowlar.
Abruptly quietening, she yipped, ‘It's going not!'
Impelled by unreason, she charged the panther and latched on to his excitingly long tail, clamping down on the waggling tip. Yowling as the hyena bit down through papery flesh into crushable bone, the twisting Sabretooth retaliated, unleashing his claws across her back. Flinching, she did not relinquish her grip, bettering it by sliding her bite up to the base of Yowlar's tail, stripping fur from flesh and skin off bone. Nothing short of death could prise that set of jaws apart and even that was doubtful once rigor mortis stiffened a hyena mouth.
Drowsy baboon chatter echoed in the canyon beyond the gate. The Squaremuzzles were waking from the commotion! Sensing his chance for escape slipping between his claws, Yowlar committed an act of utter desperation. Hunching down, gathering his strength for one explosive release, he launched himself at the gate to the sound of wrenched tailbones popping and bitten cartilage tearing, leaving behind his docked tail twitching in the hyena's mouth.
Barely clearing the thorny barrier, his gammy leg snagging the topmost branches, Yowlar somersaulted into a gathering of sleepy baboons on the other side responding to the disturbance, bowling them over like skittles. Regaining his paws, the sharp pain hotting his stump spurring him on, Yowlar shook sense back into his ringing head and, streaming blood, bounded across the hairy mass of slumbering bodies carpeting the populous canyon floor. Yowlar heard cross yelps and groggy whimpers from those troop members he trod upon stir in a rising tide of indignation behind him. Overhead, abusive barks from the senior baboons privileged to sleep on the few available wall ledges rained down on the escaping cat.
Sprinting as fast as his limp permitted, the night air burning in his heaving chest, his pushed muscles twinging in protest, Yowlar raced against more than time. Up on the rim of the ravine walls to either side sentries raced to overtake the panther before he gained the canyon's end. A desperate pursuer recklessly hurled himself from the heights, aiming for Yowlar's back. Mistiming the leap, the jumper sailed over the Sabretooth's head to plough into the sleeping forms ahead of the cat, bulldozing a path for the feline escaper.
Seeing the exit to the gorge within his reach, Yowlar put on a final burst of speed, the stars blurring within his focused line of sight. A hulking shade rearing up ahead blocked his jailbreak—one of the BongaDikus. Uncaring which one, the unstoppable Sabretooth shredded the chieftain's snout with his forepaws before using the giant's bloodied head as a springboard to catapult out of the gorge. Hitting the ground running, or more accurately limping, Yowlar left his pursuers far behind, the frantically barking guards dropping back to tend their scratched, fallen leader. The cat did not halt until the clamouring Squaremuzzles were out of earshot and exhaustion collapsed his overworked legs. Panting madly, he ultimately let fatigue pull him into its dark, numbing embrace.
Revived by dawn's first rays slinking across the veldt, yellowing the greyed grasses and warming the chill earth, Yowlar grudgingly lifted his weighty head, followed by his wearied body, and started. He wobbled perched atop a dizzyingly high escarpment not three feet from the precipice, where the cliffside fell over half a mile to a sandy floor below. In his single-minded flight from the baboons, Yowlar's adrenergic stamina had by fluke petered out moments before his haste carried him out into landless space where gravity would have proved an inescapable foe. Calls never come much closer than that!
Beyond his quivering whiskers stretched the limitless desolation that was Wastesand. Essentially a dune field extending as far as the eye could see, the desert architecture was aridly austere. Bland dunes, often curving hundreds of feet from base to top, were recurrently rippled by an importunate wind responsible for eroding isolated pedestals of rocks further out into mournful spires. Yowlar stood gazing over a sea of sand with gritty waves that broke in windy surges against the cliffs dropping steeply away beneath his shaky paws. On impulse he turned, confronted by Whitetop's shadowing grandeur blotting out the sun-fired heavens. A snowy peak overlooking waterless wilds was a blatant incongruity. Mother Nature enjoyed her little eccentricities.
Attempting to sit painfully reminded the panther of the previous night's close shave and he gingerly licked the weeping stub of a tail the Bonecruncher's trap-like jaws left him with. On the plus side, the amputation did restore the Sabretooth's past life appearance.
Yowlar stared back at the shimmering haze that overlaid Wastesand and wrinkled the rosy morning sky. An image was forming in the heated air. Was this mirage the result of his tiredness and hunger and pain, or an outside influence? Certainly it was as insubstantial as a wispy cloud, yet the flickering streamers quickly coalesced into a defined form immediately recognisable to the amazed cat.
'Jinku?'
'One and the same, sir.'
'But you're dead!'
'That's glaringly obvious.'
The panther lay down and covered his amazed eyes with trembling paws, mewing, ‘This can't be real.’ Yowlar found it highly disconcerting looking at the ghostly baboon. He could see right through Jinku!
'You look like hell, sir.'
'And you're as transparent as mountain water!'
'There's something different about you, sir, that I can't quite put my finger on. Have you done something with your hair maybe?'
Yowlar's head popped up. ‘I must be suffering from early sunstroke,’ he reasoned lucidly, deciding to walk off his madness.
'Try it from my side, sir. By the way, nice limp you picked up. How does it feel being lamed, Yowlar?'
The hobbling Sabretooth eyed Jinku's spirit condemningly, shaming the baboon back into subservience by the power of his hypnotic stare alone. Death was no excuse for familiarity! ‘What are you after, monkey-boy? Revenge on me for getting you killed?'
'Nothing so crass, sir. I have a message for you.'
'From who?'
'A scaled Upright calling himself Gurgle-Bah.'
'You mean Gurgon-Rha.'
'That's him.'
The panther's whiskers twitched fretfully. This was too weird. ‘I thought him dead as well.'
'Don't have a hissy fit. He's deader than exhaled air.'
A dose of bizarre occurrences had befallen Yowlar in recent times. Meeting an extraterrestrial, the following abduction in said alien's spaceship culminating in a trip back in time that altered mind and body, and stripped him of his pride. Should conversing ghosts shock him so?
'Okay, Jinku, I'll bite. What does lizard-lips want passed on to me?'
'Finish the hunt.'
The ethereal baboon wavered, then fragmented into a dozen shards before melting away like the reflection in disturbed pond water, leaving Yowlar to mull over the unearthly visitation. The black cat pawed distraughtly at the empty air, meowing his unrest over the irregular episode.
Gurgon-Rha, reaching out from whatever afterlife his green hide had been consigned to, was nagging Yowlar about his assignment. There was no real need. After feasting on luckless Caverunner and his mate, dining out on bushbabies and chimps, altercating with baboons supersized by growth hormones, the panther subconsciously made the only decision open to him based on his unhealthy hatred for all creatures simian: returning north to Home-rock to continue his predation of the hominins. Easy prey, the Uprights were especially tempting for a Sabretooth with a dodgy leg who had definitely developed a taste for proto-human flesh.
Backtracking by way of a brush-lined gulch curving eastward around the mountain's hilly foot away from baboon central, paws scuffing through shallow sand drifts deposited by the flurrying wind, Yowlar sorted a murderously simple plan out in his head. Regained sufficient strength, he would forsake the shadow of Whitetop and cross the miles of savannah back to Scraggly Bush to exterminate the Home-rock troop on an individual basis, starting with their innovative tool user.
'I'll resume persecuting Uprights, make no mistake,’ he vowed aloud, ‘but not because an overgrown skink commands me to. I'll do it because it's my pleasure.'


Chapter Fifteen'Tuck in, luv.'
Bushwalker hungrily eyed the generous armful of acacia pods Windchaser heaped on the doorstep to her cavernous living quarters. ‘You've had a good day foraging I see,’ she observed.
'Good enough,’ her second agreed.
'I can't eat even half of this, Windchaser. It's too much just for one.'
'Ah, my leader, but remember you are eating for two.'
Bushwalker glanced earnestly at the older female and quietly mouthed, ‘How did you guess?'
'Come now, child. I've given birth to four offspring. I know the signs. Enlarged breasts, puffy face, deepening skin colour, plus the obvious.’ Windchaser patted Bushwalker's slightly swollen belly. ‘How far along are you?'
'Plainly far enough to show ... three, maybe four cycles of the night-sun.'
'And Treeclimber's the father.'
'You don't miss much.'
'Gossip can sometimes be reliable.'
Bushwalker was mortified. She did not relish being the subject of tribal prattle.
'You should be taking better care of yourself,’ mothered Windchaser, ‘if you want to deliver a healthy young ‘un.'
'Don't fuss. Play mother to the troop, not with me.'
'You are part of this band, Bushwalker, so technically as the deputy chief I can mother you to boot.'
The Home-rock chieftain tittered. ‘I chose too well.'
'That's right. Eat up.'
After supping, Bushwalker invited Windchaser to join her on the evening rounds. Of late she had taken to strolling around the lower caves before dusk fell, chatting to the individuals of her troop. The females, apart from Treeclimber's exes, readily greeted the daily interest their chieftain showed in them, with even the snooty males gradually warming to her circulating. She was eroding the lofty position the long and undistinguished line of Caverunners before her had elevated themselves to. The new chieftainship presented a personable face made accessible to her followers and Bushwalker genuinely cared for those she led. She listened heartfelt to their personal tragedies and joys, offering words of comfort and encouragement to those in distress or simply sharing in the rapture of others garnered from snatches of hard won happiness eked out in this unforgiving land.
Windchaser noted her attitude and remarked on it while they casually walked and talked in the diminishing light of late afternoon. ‘You're going to make a fine mother, Bushwalker. You possess a rare, selfless capacity to love.’ The chieftainess did not respond. ‘You're happy at carrying Treeclimber's baby, aren't you?’ the elder female gingerly enquired.
'As happy as anyone with backache, sore breasts, and morning sickness can be.'
'Oh dear.'
Bushwalker glanced over at her dun haired companion. ‘What does that mean?'
'Take it from me, dearie, things are going to get a whole lot worse before you deliver junior. Then after the birth the real problems start.'
The two of them burst out laughing at that.
'You miss him, I suppose,’ said Windchaser. ‘Treeclimber, I mean.'
'Actually, not as much as I should.'
Windchaser was startled by Bushwalker's raw admission. ‘He did sire the child you'll be bearing,’ she needlessly reminded her leader.
Bushwalker placed her hands on her growing belly. ‘How can I forget?’ She sighed, as she did hooting softly. ‘Don't get me wrong. I was fond of Treeclimber, very fond of him. But we had grown apart before he died. He wasn't ready to commit.'
'Most males aren't, like my Grasschewer, but I'm sorry to hear that.'
'Don't be. Isn't it funny that it takes someone's death to open your eyes? In my case it took two. The loss of Treeclimber gave me my independence, while Rockshaper dying taught me to follow my convictions.'
Windchaser paled visibly.
'What's wrong with you?’ asked Bushwalker.
'I was intending to instruct you in the ways of motherhood,’ the oldster said. ‘Only I wasn't planning to die in order to do it.'
'Oh Windchaser, you're such a darling!’ Bushwalker exclaimed, her face beaming.
They continued to visit each and every member of the Home-rock populace, bidding all a good night as the drawing shadows marked the close of day. The pair was leaving the last cave on the circuit, the grey of twilight poised to darken into the black of night, when Bushwalker put the question to her more mature comrade, ‘What is it like to have a baby?'
'Giving birth?'
'What else.'
'I won't lie by telling you that it's all buds and water, my girl. There's a lot of blood and wailing involved, but at the end of all that pain lays indescribable ecstasy. It's a real labour of love.'
Bushwalker reserved her opinion. Nobody in her right mind welcomed hurt. The one consoling factor was that a new life would be produced as a result of the ordeal.
Regarding her saggy breasts, Windchaser added, ‘Having kids sadly makes the boobs droop. That's just one of the costs of motherhood.'
'What are the others?'
'Sleepless nights and sore nipples. Will you answer something for me, my chieftain?'
'No need to be so formal now, old mother.'
Pouting, Windchaser uttered a nervous bark. ‘It is a rather delicate question.'
Bushwalker halted on the path leading up to her new quarters. The grotto adjoining her predecessor's commanded a revealing view of the countryside, providing her with a reasonable vantage point to spy out the land when looking for Yowlar's return during the day, while the fall of night habitually sent her downslope to hone her knife-play in the pebble-tool cave. ‘Let me hear it then,’ she said, intrigue sharpening her voice.
'What's it like to kill?'
Bushwalker was taken aback. ‘Where did that come from?'
'Ditchjumper divulged to me how you disposed of Bighand.'
'That blabbermouth,’ the gracile leader grumbled. ‘It's my own fault for confiding in him.'
'I wouldn't be too hard on the boy. A secret that big is pretty hard to keep to yourself. I'm glad he mentioned it though. A burden that size needs to be shared.'
'Who else has he told?'
'Only me.'
'That's something at least. I don't want the whole troop scared by my antics.'
'Fair enough. So what was it like?'
Bushwalker swallowed. ‘Much the same as childbirth, but without the happy ending.'
Windchaser chose not to press for more details, making the observation, ‘You're looking tired, dear. You really should get more sleep.'
'I'll kip when that black-coated clawfoot is being used as a Hookbeak perch while they're ripping his guts out.'
'That's a charming wish, if you can make it come true.’ Windchaser pondered her leader's intent. ‘There's been no sign of this elusive fiend of yours out there yet.'
'He's coming. He does exist, Windchaser, really he does.'
'I believe you, Bushwalker, but before very long you'll be in no shape to tackle even an ant.'
The chieftainess sighed again. ‘Tell me about it. As if being a first-time mum isn't enough of a worry. Yowlar has to be taken care of and soon. I can't very well go waddling after a fleet-footed cat when I'm due to drop my bundle.'
'Ditchjumper also said that you've been instructing him in your killing ways.'
'Is there anything he hasn't blabbed to you?'
'I guess not. Surely he can be of some help if and when the time comes, maybe even go in your stead.'
Bushwalker shook her head. ‘Ditchjumper tries, but I can't rely on him. He's so skittish he flinches from his own shadow.'
The cowardly male warned her not to count on him. It was the one command decision Bushwalker regretted making. Ditchjumper proved a klutz when it came to handling the pebble-tools and no amount of coaching remedied his ineptitude. He could not cut his own nails let alone shave a cat's whiskers. Having exhausted all the patience she could muster, the exasperated chieftainess had finally admitted defeat and released the clumsy oaf from his schooling. She did prudently retain his services as clawfoot adviser. As everyone knows, there is no substitute for experience.
'You'll still be needing someone to watch your back,’ reckoned Windchaser. ‘I'm offering.'
'That's sweet, old girl, but I can't let you do it. I was wrong to consider putting Ditchjumper in danger just so I won't feel alone. I'll not risk anyone else except me in this venture.'
'But you already have, my dear.'
Bushwalker was confounded. ‘Who?'
'Your unborn baby.'
That chilled Bushwalker to the very marrow of her bones. She only wanted to protect her troop and keep them safe. In doing so she would jeopardise not only herself but junior too. She gasped, putting a trembly hand to her mouth.
Windchaser tried to sound hopeful. ‘Maybe all of this is just a storm in a valley. Maybe this Roarer of the night has died a natural death out on the plain. That would explain his absence.'
'Yeah, possibly.’ Bushwalker was not so optimistic. ‘I am feeling tired,’ she admitted. ‘Perhaps I will head on up and take a nap.'
'That's a sensible idea,’ Windchaser approved. ‘I'll go and chase up Ditchjumper. He can act as lookout tonight.'
Bushwalker trudged up the short incline leading to her day cave feeling decidedly older than her years. She was about to duck inside when a young boy came running up the slope calling for her.
'Excuse me, chief,’ he breathlessly said. ‘That big bull wants to see you.'
'The Curvehorn?'
The boy nodded enthusiastically.
What could Ugnap possibly want?
'He's waiting below in the bush by the big thorn tree,’ prompted her little messenger.
'Tell him I'll be down in a moment, shortstuff.'
The young runner scooted away. Bushwalker scowled. She could not for the life of her put a name to that youngster's eager-to-please face, and it bothered her. Since assuming the leadership of Home-rock, the groundbreaking maid prided herself on familiarising herself with every member of the tribe. Thusly her memory lapse, which she put down to fatigue, was quite troubling.
Putting that problem aside, Bushwalker slipped into the grotto and made her way to the back wall. Kneeling awkwardly, her unravelling pregnancy getting in the rode, she rummaged through the dried grass making up her bedding. Enough daylight remained for her to see as she uncovered her personal stash of pebble-tools secreted up here and selected one, exchanging the cutter she routinely carried for a pointy rock she macabrely named a stabber, before reburying the hand-shaped stones. Bushwalker nowadays made sure she never went anywhere without having a stone weapon on her person.
She met the hulking buffalo in the hardy trees below Home-rock. He was standing forlornly beside the oldest and biggest acacia in Scraggly Bush, just as her messenger said. Tree and bull made a good pair. Both were giants showing their age, the weight of the years wilting branches and horns alike. The elderly Curvehorn brightened at her approach, lifting his droopy head. Even in the dusky twilight Bushwalker noticed the abject tiredness dulling his eyes.
'Hullo, big fella,’ she warmly said, patting Ugnap's enormous flank. His dark hide shuddered beneath her friendly caress.
'Bushwalk came. Me glad.'
'What's up then, Ugnap?'
'Me go sleep.'
Bushwalker frowned at the darkening landscape. ‘That's what usually happens when night comes,’ she declared in an imperious tone.
Ugnap snorted. ‘Me no dumb.'
The giant browser was right. Ugnap was slow-minded, not unlearned. Suitably abashed, the Upright maid mumbled, ‘Sorry. Go on.'
Struggling to explain himself within the framework of Curvehorn simplicity, Ugnap announced, ‘Me old and tired. Me go away. Take long sleep.'
'You plan to slumber someplace other than Scraggly Bush tonight. I get it.'
'Bushwalk no hear. Me go sleep. Me no wake.'
Her eyes widening with shocked understanding, Bushwalker bewailed, ‘You are about to die! Is that what you're telling me?'
'Ugnap soon sleep long,’ he affirmed.
Bushwalker leaned against the steadying roughness of the grey-barked tree trunk, her mind reeling. Did every male she was acquainted with have to expire? ‘This is the custom of your kind after they've grown old and been turfed out of the troop,’ she supposed, ‘to wander off into the wilds alone to perish.'
Ugnap grunted. He seemed neither sad nor upset by the fact, merely resigned.
Appalled best described Bushwalker's reaction. Uprights were a close-knit group that generally lived and died together. Going off on one's lonesome, especially to pass away, was frighteningly abnormal to the tribal hominins. ‘So it is time for goodbyes,’ she said regretfully.
The bull lowed. An emotional moment, words were no longer necessary or even adequate to express feelings.
Bushwalker became down in the dumps. She would miss the big lump of prime beef. Twice Ugnap saved her hairy hide and she had grown attached to her Curvehorn saviour in much the same way an owner cherishes a favourite pet. Though the burly bull was not housebroken, his loyalty counted for much with her.
'I guess you'd better be off,’ she instructed him, hating protracted goodbyes.
'Bushwalk go too.'
'What?'
'Ugnap afraid.'
She gave him a wan smile. ‘Want someone to hold your hoof, eh? Sure, big guy. Lead on.'
The march out on to the savannah was predictably slow, neither rambler particularly anxious to reach the end of this journey. Flashes of lightning sparked the overcast of early evening and Bushwalker lifted her inquiring face skywards, hooting unsurely. The wind had changed to an easterly and was the carrier of the muted reports of faraway thunder.
'Great sky-bull bellows,’ Ugnap observed with uncharacteristic depth, his impending mortality conjuring up a religious experience. ‘Piss soon come,’ he predicted.
Bushwalker disagreed. Early summer storms tended to be insubstantial light and sound shows without any guts to them. The water dropping eventually came later. ‘Just like males,’ she reminded herself. ‘All talk and no action.’ Bushwalker pulled herself up short. If not careful, she would turn into an embittered spinster.
They said nothing further for the next hour, meandering seemingly carefree through the deepening night until Ugnap complained of weariness and ground to a halt some three miles southeast of Home-rock. Bushwalker was about to ask after his health when the monstrous Curvehorn exhaled loudly and gracelessly flopped on his side. She silently knelt by his lolling head and tenderly stroked his broad snout, his breathing shallow but steady. The time for speaking was well past and by the silvering light of the incandescent starshine showing through a break in the cloud cover Bushwalker witnessed the natural fear wilding Ugnap's eyes mellow into contentment. And so he died, serenely and with profound dignity in the company of a caring friend.
She stayed by his side for the remainder of the night, heedless of the dangers posed by marauding lions, hyenas, hunting dogs, and formless shadows. Bushwalker harboured an obligation to the deceased bull that overrode her fear of the dark. He had, of his own volition, hung around Home-rock in voluntary service to her. Enacting a deathwatch over his cooling carcass for a few scant hours seemed the least she could do for the old battler. Deep in her bones it felt right and proper.
Her vigil ended when a dull redness fired the cloudy heavens in the east. She considered the blushing firmament for a long moment before getting to her feet, legs aching from inactivity. ‘That's funny,’ Bushwalker mumbled, frowning at the gash of uncovered starfield twinkling directly overhead. The background sky remained a boundless black, prompting her to voice her concern. ‘It's too early for sunrise. How odd.’ Returning her puzzled gaze to the eastern expanse, the Upright maid had an uneasy feeling begin gnawing in her occupied belly. That disquieting suspicion was confirmed a few minutes later when a gust of the stiffening easterly brought her an acrid whiff of smoke.
Fire!
The natural horror of the animal kingdom instilled fear in every creature regardless of breed or bigness. Fire was a living, breathing entity consuming all caught in its burning path, leaving in its wake scorched, blackened earth and the charred, grotesquely twisted corpses of its horribly roasted victims. It was a merciless and indiscriminate destructive power, which laid waste to hapless plants and animals alike. Worse still, the monster was awake and on the move.
Two and a half miles due west of Wastesand in the predawn hours a lightning bolt grounded itself in the splintered remains of an acacia knocked over by terraforming elephants the day before. The downed tree provided suitable kindling for the sparks from the electrical strike and the resulting baby flames licking at the exposed wood soon ignited a major blaze in the surrounding grasses. In no time at all a fully-fledged bushfire was raging across the tinder dry savannah along a thirteen-mile front fanned by the blustering easterly.
Bushwalker ran. Forsaking her self-imposed task as Ugnap's minder, instinct ousted duty. Flight was the standard response to danger. But as the gathering wind at her back pushed her along and the pong of smoke blew stronger in her flaring nostrils, Bushwalker doubted she could outpace the speeding inferno, even though her gashed leg had fully healed, eliminating that pesky limp. A fire racing unchecked could overtake even the fleetest of four-footed runners. She was a slower biped, a pregnant one at that.
That did not prevent her from attempting to do so. She cowered when an adolescent male lion skittered past but thankfully did not stop to bother her, even after inspecting the sprinting, fattish Upright maid with a perfunctory glance. She could not be wholly certain, but Bushwalker thought the bounding Roarer might have been the culprit who had brought her down. She happened to be wrong. It was scar-faced Talon scarpering alone after his stupider brothers had been overcome by the smothering smoke and by now were fuelling the oncoming grassfire with their charring bodies.
A hiss filled with loathing stopped the gracile cold. Peering into the darkness ahead, she spotted a pair of luminous yellow dots low to the ground. They looked frighteningly familiar. They should. For as long as she lived Bushwalker would remember always the eyes of the killer who spirited Rockshaper out of the cave they had regularly shared. ‘Yowlar!’ she hooted accusingly. ‘We meet at last.'
The panther blinked in surprise. ‘You have me at a disadvantage, sister,’ he growled annoyingly. ‘You seem to know me. I can't say the same about you.'
'I am Bushwalker, the one who'll be ending your hunting safari.'
'With that little rock claw of yours?'
It was Bushwalker's turn to be astonished. ‘I thought you didn't know me?'
'I don't, but I know of you. Your clawing of that big ape back at the waterhole was inspirational. Maybe you've got some cat in you, monkey-girl. Impressive as that display was, it marks you dangerous and a threat. I can't have that.’ Yowlar shut his eyes and vanished in the blackness.
Bushwalker panicked. ‘Where have you gone?’ she shrieked.
'Nowhere,’ a snarl came from behind.
She jumped and whirled about to face her troop's tormentor, pinpointing those telltale eyes of his. He was easily within leaping distance of her. ‘Why are you doing this, clawfoot?’ she demanded, nervously fingering the lethal pebble-tool in her hand.
'A boy's got to eat.'
'There's more than hunger to this killing spree of yours. A Watersnout told me so.'
The oath the panther growled warranted censoring. ‘I'm really starting to find reptiles more insufferable than dogs,’ he spat, condescending to expound to her afterwards, ‘Everyone needs a goal in life.'
'Mine is to kill you,’ Bushwalker avowed.
Yowlar went invisible again, criticising her tenacity from the concealing blackness. ‘You've really sunk your claws into that scratching post.'
She glanced furtively about and saw only the taunting dark. A puff of smoky wind reminded her of a more pressing hazard than a rogue big cat and she made the suggestion, ‘I think we'd better postpone this bout of ours.'
'Are you scared of facing me?’ the panther challenged in a confident growl.
'I'd be stupid not to be,’ Bushwalker confessed, ‘but I'm more frightened by the fire at my back.'
Silence greeted her divulgence. It was broken only when she heard a faint snuffling as the camouflaged Sabretooth tested the dark morning air and coughed in response to the increasing smoke. The hidden cat's eyes reappeared off to her left, and they were wide with fright. ‘I always meant to ask Jinku how Firewind Veldt got its name,’ he murmured in self-recrimination.
Yowlar felt like screeching insanely. After trekking all the way back from Whitetop, healing as much as he could along the way, he spent the past week studying the movements of the principal hominin with whom he intended to restart his campaign of genocide. Bushwalker was the key to Upright unity. What was with take-charge females in this place? Was there something in the water? Her removal from the scene would leave the Home-rockers wide open as his personal buffet and be the pinnacle of his thus far short, yet illustrious, career as a man-ape killer. This was the first chance of bringing the gracile sow down cleanly to present itself in all that time. Yowlar was damned if he was going to let a pissant brushfire deny him this golden opportunity. Besides, he was ravenous. Not eating for a couple of days really makes a predator ambitious.
Bushwalker, noting the panther's glowing orbs narrow, heard him snarl defiantly. ‘We're not going to reschedule, bitch. I'll breakfast on you here and now.'
'We don't have time for this today,’ she maintained and moved to one side. The contracted eyes matched her motion, blocking her way. Bushwalker attempted stepping around the determined cat and again found her way barred by those spiteful eyes. She repeated her warning. ‘There's a fire coming, dummy! We don't want to be caught here when it arrives.'
Glancing up at the ruddy glow reflected off the underside of the clouded sky, Yowlar hissed merrily. ‘I wouldn't worry your fuzzy little head about it, monkey-girl. You won't be alive to see it and I'll be long gone.’ He pounced before his sibilance ended.
Bushwalker reflexively raised the stabber to defend herself when those unfeeling eyes came springing for her. Sadly, all her practice with the blades of flaked stone came to naught. The leaping panther deftly batted the weapon out her hand with one expert swipe of a forepaw, drawing his uncovered claws across her exposed belly with the other before twisting away.
'Not my baby!’ she hollered and dropped to her knees, clutching her bloody stomach, paining ripping through her awareness. The stricken Upright missed seeing the intense yellow dots circle behind her as Yowlar came in to deliver his death-bite to the base of her neck.
The ground shook. Or more literally the earth heaved and convulsed. Yowlar was interrupted from killing Bushwalker by an impossibly loud rumble emanating from the rear. ‘Oh crap,’ he exhaled, snapping his head around as that ear-grating sound reverberated through the smoky darkness. ‘STAMPEEEDE!’ he roared warningly.
Moments later, the combatants were engulfed by a wave of galloping bodies as literally hundreds of thousands of the savannah's migrant grazers, returning at the end of the dry season, fled the advancing blaze alongside the resident herbivores. Grunting wildebeest jostled with braying zebras, clicking eland and bellowing buffaloes joining the choir. Panicky antelope leapt fleetly over one another in their haste to escape the searing peril. The din of their combined, mindless passage was positively thunderous and assailed the senses, threatening to burst eardrums. Clouds of dust thrown airwards by innumerable hooves churning up the dry earth mingled with the overlaying smoke, thickening the murky air until it was scarcely breathable.
Blinded, deafened and choking, Bushwalker had a momentary glimpse of a streak of ebony blacker than the night being ground underfoot by the stampeding ruminants before she herself was bowled over in their maddened rush.


Chapter SixteenShe retched. Bushwalker was groggy, but alive. By some miracle, more likely blind luck, she escaped being trampled to death in the mass getaway of Firewind Veldt's panicked herders. The sprinting antelopes, leaping gazelles, lumbering buffalos, and galloping zebras had amazingly skirted the fallen gracile instead of running her over. Judging by the wideness of the belt of flattened grass she laid spread out on, she figured Yowlar was not as lucky.
Rubbing her throbbing head, the fortunate Upright now faced a new threat: suffocation. Knocked senseless by the leading elements of the stampede, during her time of unconsciousness a lacklustre dawn had broken over the savannah while the blazing grassfire roared closer. Sprawled on her back, Bushwalker could plainly see in the early morning overcast the layered white smoke from the inferno billowing eastwards, joining the smudgy cloud cover. Her eyes stinging from windblown ash and cinders, her lacerated belly heaving in pain, she hacked from lungs filled with dust and smoke. If she did not move, and fast, she risked running out of oxygen long before the flames singed her body hair.
Coming to her feet, Bushwalker lurched blindly through the drifting smoke, her vision obscured by the choking whiteness. Not knowing which way to go, she stumbled along and tripped over an object lying in her path. Crouched on her hands and knees, Bushwalker looked back expectantly through watering eyes and sighed her disappointment. What caused her to tumble was not the panther's trampled corpse but the crushed carcass of a bull wildebeest calf unable to match the frantic pace of his elders—so much for safety in numbers. That meant Yowlar remained at large.
A strange clarity enveloped Bushwalker. Wounded and weaponless, at the arguable mercy of a clawfoot out for her blood, not to mention trapped in the middle of a firestorm, she stayed remarkably calm. Her original plan of luring the panther into the rambling cave system of Home-rock, there knifing him to death in her preselected setting within the cramped lower passageway leading to the tool cutting grotto, had by circumstance fallen apart. All was not lost however.
Evolving mental capacity triggered the standout hominin resourcefulness, prompting Uprights to take cues from their environment to better comprehend the natural world, consequentially improving their lives. Associating a presence with an event was dawning genius. In its simplest expression, circling vultures signified the chance to scavenge fresh meat. Hence, scanning the glary skies for the wheeling carrion birds offered the reward of food. Hardly a step up from what jackals did, such thinking led to more advanced cognitive processes coming into play, notably that banging two suitable rocks together eventually tooled a better shaped and potentially useful stone. Rockshaper sparked such reasoning power in Bushwalker, enabling her to make the correlation between the scratched trunk and a hitherto undiscovered clawfoot species. Furthering that intellectual development, his inspired working of flint taught her about controlling reactions.
Accordingly quick to recognise opportunities and capitalise on the unexpected, Bushwalker acted on a devious idea popping into her head. Closing her eyes she swivelled her head to and fro, trying to source the heart of the grassfire by feeling from which direction the intense heat it was generating radiated the strongest. Locating roughly where the seat of the blaze lay, Bushwalker covered her mouth with a hairy arm and resolutely staggered northeast where the smoke bloomed thickest.
She had not plodded far before pain cramped her belly and she doubled over, gasping from the crippling intensity. The panther's swipe caused more than surface damage. An ensuing wave of agony brought Bushwalker to her knees and she whimpered as a nervous adolescent would. Worry over the wellbeing of her undelivered infant was suddenly blasted to the back of her screaming mind by the fiery barrage advancing on her.
Bushwalker trembled before the fifteen-foot high wall of ravaging orange flame she had sought out. The smoke here was thankfully less dense, the conflagration crackling with a life all its own breathed into it by Father Lightning and Mother Wind as its sooty effluence swirled downwind above her head before settling lower. The petrified Upright maid nearly passed out from the waves of searing heat exuded by the inferno and smelt the tips of her black strands smouldering.
Steeling herself to risk the impossibility she was committed to attempting, Bushwalker cast about with frenetic eyes, providentially finding what she had come for: a thorn tree aflame with tongues of amber and yellow forming a wood consuming bouquet. In a heroic display of overcoming her natural aversion to fire, she ducked under the sizzling canopy, the roar of devouring heat providing a disturbing counterpoint to the crackle of roasting bark. Braving falling twigs and branches ablaze with blossoms of glowing embers, she desperately quartered the scorched ground hot underfoot. Finding an adequately long charred limb tipped by fire, she faltered. Fire meant death to any creature coming into contact with it.
Control of instinct shapes us.
Fighting down the animalistic urge to shy away from the burning hotness, she reached down for the branch, backing away at the last second. Millions of years of evolutionary programming could not be so simply switched off. After several more hesitant attempts, each braver than the last, she successfully snatched it up off the ground. Bushwalker screamed as the heated wood blistered the fleshy palm of her hand but grimly hung on to her hard won trophy, firmly keeping the torch at arm's length. A terrible creaking assailed her ears and she sprinted for safer ground, setting off back the way she had come as the fired tree, its trunk burnt through, groaned and toppled. A veritable forest of burning branches crumpled earthwards, showering the fleeing gracile in stinging sparks.
Managing to dodge the falling firewood and keep one step ahead of the racing blaze, Bushwalker gained a patch of savannah untouched by either flame or stampede where the smoke thinned to an opaque curtain that hung low over the tall, bendy grasses. Nursing a burnt palm, covered in soot and coughing horribly, she had nonetheless come through her trial by fire relatively unscathed. The time was at hand to put her impulsively contrived plan into action. Planting the flaming brand into the firm earth away from the grassy tinder, Bushwalker set her trap. All that was left to do was bait it.
'Here puss, puss, puss!’ she yelled out invitingly, the undulating pain in her belly a sharp reminder that all was not well with her.
The black cat flew out of the haze propelled by a wild screech, slamming into Bushwalker. Thrown violently onto her side as the attacking panther rolled away, the winded Upright automatically kicked out at her assailant and managed to draw breath enough to scream when he lacerated her feet with his scrabbling claws. Bushwalker frantically dragged herself out of Yowlar's reach before glancing anxiously over in his direction.
He was not in the best of health either and sprawled where he had landed. Bushwalker was not mistaken when she last witnessed him being stomped on by uncountable hoofed feet. A mess of smashed bones and bloody welts, it was a marvel the panther could move at all, let alone muster the gumption to have another go at the hominin. She need not have worried. This had been the Sabretooth's final stand against any of the Uprights. All of his nine lives were spent. His body and spirit battered beyond recovery, Yowlar was unable to even bare his broken teeth at the staring gracile. Yet he still had the energy to snarl one last taunt.
'I got you good, monkey-girl. You're not clawing your way out of this one. I may be going down, but at least I have the satisfaction of taking you with me. Fangs or flames, makes no difference to me. Death will be the end result for you.’ The irony of their predicament was not lost on the unwell cat. ‘Looks as if we'll both be roasted,’ he dourly laughed.
Wincing as she put weight on her bloodied feet, the grimy hominin faced her adversary standing and hoarsely declared, ‘Some of us sooner than others.'
With an effort Yowlar pricked his ears and scoffed. ‘You planning to hurry the fire along?'
Plucking her torch out of the ground with her unburnt hand, Bushwalker hobbled around the wasted predator in a wary circle, setting clumps of grass alight at four-foot intervals with the blazing tip, leaving bloody footprints as she went. ‘That's for Rockshaper,’ she informed Yowlar as she dipped the brand the first time into the combustible vegetation, ‘and this one's for Treeclimber,’ she said of the second. The third she dedicated to Troublefoot's memory, while the lucky last went to her. Tossing away her lighter, the arsonist sensibly stood upwind from her handiwork. The flames rapidly took hold and inexorably converged on the incapacitated panther, which appeared genuinely afraid by her unbelievable command of the burning beast.
But even in defeat Yowlar's arrogance prevailed. ‘Burn me to a crisp, Bushwalker, but know that my progeny will hunt your tatty-furred kind to the ends of the plains and beyond!’ he roared in pathetic defiance, relying on Miorr's litter to carry on his seed. ‘The Sabretooths will never die! You hear that Gurgon-Rha, you stinking, enslaving snake. The Sabretooths live on.'
Bushwalker limped backwards away from the erupting heat as the shrinking ring of fire consumed grass and flesh alike. The ranting cat uttered a bloodcurdling yowl of pure anguish when flames licked at his pummelled body. Too weakened by injury to flinch, he screeched his agony. Covering her ears, Bushwalker blocked out the terrible noise of his grisly demise. Yowlar's jarring cries ceased after half a minute of excruciating pain in which time his lungs seared to a crisp even as his fur burned down to the roots, the exposed skin sizzling like frying bacon. His barbecued remains smouldered, his fanged jaws yawning in a lifeless grimace.
It was over. Bushwalker had intentionally avenged those slain by the transmuted big cat wrenched from another place and period, ridding her tribe of its feline pest. This was the second premeditated murder she committed for her cause, bloodying her hands in the name of troop survival. Homicide was fast becoming an unwholesome habit. But in doing so she was about to pay a heavy price: sacrificing her life, that of her unborn daughter (the weeks spent waiting for the panther to reappear convinced Bushwalker that the baby she carried was female, as a girl was preferable to a more troublesome boy) and leaving the band of graciles leaderless, vulnerable once more to exploitation by rivals and predators. Footsore, wracked with intensifying belly pain, Bushwalker stood no chance of outrunning, let alone outwalking, the closing brushfire.
Heaving a sigh of repent, she addressed in a croaky voice the virgin life unstirring in her achy womb. ‘What a tale this would have been to tell your children, little one.'
Pain engulfed her and Bushwalker wobbled, overwhelmed by the spasms lancing her abdomen. Amniotic fluid gushed from between her thighs, staining her trembly legs. Isolated from her troop, deprived of the Upright midwifery that lent birthing females much needed support and comfort, Bushwalker squatted alone and fearful, panting in the unburnt grass, involuntarily aborting her foetus. Her stomach cramped again, and in a spurt of blood her traumatised body ejected her premature infant face down on to the soiled grass.
Staring down at the scrap of sodden, unmoving fur, Bushwalker hooted bewilderingly. Deep-seated maternal instincts kicked in. Stooping, she cupped the newborn in her hands and perfunctorily sniffed the babe coated in velvety hair plastered down with womb juice, willing the petite female infant to live. Hugging her unbreathing daughter to her breast, Bushwalker puzzled over why the stillborn baby refused to nurse. Placing a nipple in its tiny mouth, agape in dreamless death, she encouraged the unresponsive infant to suckle, entreating her with soft ‘hoos'.
Understanding reluctantly seeped in, sorrowing her perception, and she unthinkingly dropped her bundle. There was no malice or callousness on her part. Lifeless, the baby abruptly ceased to hold meaning for the numbed maid. The sweetness of victory souring her mouth, Bushwalker struggled to make sense of it all. Even in death, Yowlar raked the lifeblood out of the Home-rock graciles. Her legs acting independently of her gloomed mind, she began limping woodenly and aimlessly, dragging her dead infant behind attached still by the defunct umbilical cord.
Stubbing her toe sharply on a rock made Bushwalker glance at her feet. Sticking out of the churned earth was her impotent stabber, useless when it came to the crunch. She impulsively picked it up and chopped through the birth cord, severing all ties with her nameless daughter. Continuing on alone, the stress and bleeding from the miscarriage dangerously weakening her, Bushwalker had barely taken a few faltering steps before her knees buckled.
She was abruptly caught in the scrawny arms of Ditchjumper. ‘Better late than never,’ the confirmed bachelor nervously barked, gently lowering his chieftain to the ground.
Yanked out of her catalepsy, Bushwalker looked up with surprise into the male's relieved eyes and coughed in his face. Demanding in a voice made husky by smoke inhalation, she rasped, ‘What are you doing here?'
'Rescuing you ... isn't that obvious?'
'But you're a faint-hearted poltroon.'
'Which makes me crazier than a laughing Bonecruncher for running headfirst into a fire on the off chance of spotting you.’ Alarmed by her reddened thighs, Ditchjumper jumped to the obvious conclusion. ‘You're hurt, chief!'
'Nothing I won't eventually get over. How did you guess where to come?'
'Last night Windchaser told me you were resting and to assume your lookout duty. I did so and kind of dozed off.’ The smoke thickened again, unnerving Ditchjumper. ‘Can't I tell you this later, after we get to safety?’ he solicited Bushwalker, a sense of urgency in his plea.
Gradually caring about her welfare again, Bushwalker indulged him. ‘Give me the short version then.'
'Er, okay. Anyhow, chief, I woke at dawn in time to catch sight of a black speck moving out on the plains. It could have only been your infamous clawfoot, so I figured you'd want to know and went to rouse you. Obviously you weren't in any of the caves I checked and then it hit me. Where's there smoke there's fire, right?’ A sheepish look crossed Ditchjumper's neurotic face. ‘Bad pun,’ he conceded.
'I'd hate to hear the long version of this,’ complained Bushwalker. ‘Get to the point will you. It's getting a trifle warm around here.'
Ditchjumper felt the heat spearheading the fire and cringed. He blurted, ‘I worked out that you were probably already going after your lone black Roarer, came down on the veldt myself just to make sure, and picked up your trail. That's it.'
'I knew you were dependable,’ she murmured gratefully.
'Did your quest succeed, chief?'
Yowlar's edgy derision came back to haunt Bushwalker and was blunted by her sardonic reply. ‘Oh yes, I achieved my goal. We can all rest easy now.'
'That's great. Can we please get out of here now? I don't fancy being charbroiled.'
A breath of wind parted the glooming smoke and Home-rock rose invitingly as an unassailable bastion of proto-humanity in the near distance. ‘Take me home,’ she commanded her frightened rescuer.
'Thought you'd never ask,’ replied Ditchjumper. He carefully hitched Bushwalker over his shoulder and set his sights on Scraggly Bush. ‘Sheesh, you're heavy,’ he whined. ‘Have you put on weight?'
Bushwalker smiled glumly. ‘I recently lost some.'
Thunderclaps broke overhead, reverberating sky and land alike. An instant later the cloudy heavens opened up and the thirsty countryside was deluged by the long awaited downpour, drenching the land with much needed water that staved off the impending drought and doused the ruinous grassfire all in one go.
The rainy season was commencing none too soon.


Chapter Seventeen'What happened next?'
'Yes, tell us!’ a chorus of child voices urged.
The male Upright grinned indulgently at the crowd of spellbound youngsters seated on the cave floor about him. In his early twenties, he sported a handsome tan coat with black roots, his smoothed-down head and back hair shot with specks of grey that lent him a distinguished rather than aged air. His kindly eyes had the look of wisdom to them, offset by a twinkle of mischievousness lying just beneath their umber surface.
'Aw, c'mon pop, please finish the tale,’ begged a little female sitting up front.
'You lot never tire of hearing the same story over and over.'
'No, we don't!’ his juvenile listeners yelled in unison.
'Okay, alright,’ the storyteller sighed theatrically. ‘Majority rule wins. Where was I? Ah, yes. Ditchjumper lugged his crippled leader all the way back to Home-rock, where he helped nurse her back to health. She miraculously fell pregnant again and gave birth to a bouncing baby boy blessed with looks and brains.'
'What about the black clawfoot?’ one of the older kids asked.
'Yowlar was reduced to a pile of ashes blown into nothingness by a gust of prevailing wind.’ A round of ‘Ooohs’ rippled through the entranced children. ‘Although some say that after dark, before the night-sun rises, a phantom cat with glowing eyes can at times be seen in the branches of the trees right outside here, waiting ... to pounce!’ His audience jumped as one as the heart stopping last word of that epic echoed through the grotto. When the repeating shout finally died away, the masterly raconteur waved his hairy arms about and said, ‘Shoo, you lot. The sun is shining and it's too nice a day to be stuck in a gloomy cave listening to old stories. Go outside and play.'
The mob of younglings scattered and raced for the cave mouth, boisterously jostling one another as playmates do. The male elder reached out and grabbed the arm of the small girl handy to him. ‘Not so fast, my daughter,’ he cautioned the four year old.
She squirmed in his grasp and whined, ‘You told us to go out to play.'
'Don't get smart-alecky with me, young lady. The last time you went “out and played” your mother nearly shrieked the cave down after you sprained your foot falling out of that tree.'
'It was a big shrub, dad,’ she corrected him.
'I don't care if it was tall grass, Bushclimber. Promise me that'll you keep your feet firmly planted on the ground all afternoon.'
'Aw, dad.'
'I'm not letting you go until you promise.'
'I promise,’ she pouted.
'Good oh. Now scoot.'
Bushclimber scurried out of the cavern, eager to catch up with her friends. Her father rose from the boulder he was using for a stool and followed after. Loitering at the entryway, making sure his spirited daughter did as she was told, he moved off along the path encircling Home-rock only when he saw his little girl gaily partaking in an innocent game of tag. Turning from the track into a cleft fracturing a lofty wall of weathered rock, the spritely elder sidled down a narrow passage that emptied out into the cramped confines of a high-roofed vault lit filmily by a wedge-shaped skylight. The sounds of hammering and whittling filling the silence of the grotto abruptly stopped at his appearance.
'Ho, Stonechipper!’ he hooted in greeting.
A straggly haired female with a dusty pelt of russet glanced up from the pebble-tool she was minutely examining in the shaft of illuminative sunlight streaming from the broken ceiling. The look she gave the old male was contemptuous. ‘Nice of you to make it down here at long last.'
He shrugged off the complaint. ‘Been busy. You know how it is.'
'Bah! This scraper has no edge to it,’ she grumped, tossing the piece of shaped flint into a growing reject pile behind her. The look of disgust Stonechipper threw the pair of trainee males to one side of her, paused in crafting their individual quartz tools, could have melted stone. ‘Do over and do better,’ she crisply instructed them. ‘And get back to work. Just because he has turned up doesn't mean you two can lollygag about.’ Turning her attention back to her visitor, the surly female said above the restarting background noise of rock striking rock, ‘Have you come to get your hands dirty, Toolmaker?'
'Er, no. I just called in to see how things were going.'
Stonechipper rolled her eyes and half-muttered, ‘Men.’ She addressed his general enquiry with a scowl. ‘Quality control is slipping, there's a ridiculous demand for cutters over diggers, I have a shortage of workable core rock, and there's never enough time in the day to get everything done.'
Toolmaker considered her grievances. ‘I'll see what I can do about sending a party over to Whitetop to collect some more cobbles. However, lengthening the days is quite beyond me and the shoddy workmanship of your apprentices not my problem.'
'You taught me. Instruct them too.'
'Not anymore, Stonechipper. I'm happier delegating.'
'You are your mother's boy for certain.'
'I'll give her your regards.’ Toolmaker winked as he left Rockshaper's old haunt, Stonechipper's admonishment to her juniors ringing in his ears; ‘Not like that, you dunderheads. Hammer them like I showed you, or you'll go back to flensing strips of meat off Roarer leftovers.'
After a leisurely walk upslope he was standing outside a spacious cave with a vista to die for and marched on in. The sunny day dispelled a measure of the interior dimness and he saw in the half-light a white-haired figure dozing on a mat of strewn grass near the back. The old male lingered a moment, checking her slow but steady breathing before turning away to creep out of the grotto.
'Is that you, Toolmaker?’ croaked a drowsy voice.
He stopped, looking back reverently. ‘Yes, mother.'
'Come kneel beside me, my boy.'
He did as was bidden, albeit reluctantly. ‘I didn't want to disturb your nap,’ he apologised to the bleary-eyed matriarch with the snowy pelt.
'Feel free. About all I ever do these days is sleep and it does get boring after a while.'
'You do need your rest, mother.'
Bushwalker cackled amusingly. ‘I recall telling an old rock-shaping pal of mine something similar.’ She frowned harshly. ‘I see now why that upset him so much.'
Old age was a state Bushwalker had immense difficulty accepting. The body was worn-out and arthritic, yet her sharp mind remained as active as the day Ditchjumper had borne his wounded boss home on his stout back after she outfought that devil cat using her wits. Never properly recovering from the lacerations Yowlar inflicted on her soles, she had since hobbled painfully about. Until recently, that is. Now that the foot ache made it unbearable for her to get around at all, Bushwalker was reduced to a bedridden invalid tended to by her doting son and his gentle mate.
'Can I fetch you anything, mother?’ he offered.
'My youth back,’ she wheezed, irony prickling her reply. ‘On second thought, your company's just fine,’ she amended, patting his hand fondly with her good one. The palm of her gnarled hand bore the wrinkly burn marks from clutching that super hot stick she torched Yowlar with, a physical reminder of the mental scars she carried to this day.
Bushwalker treasured her boy. Windchaser midwifed his birth and confided to the exhausted mother after the happy conclusion to the prolonged labour and unusually difficult delivery that she was most fortunate to be blessed with a strapping son. The panther claws digging into her belly could have just as easily rendered the adventuresome maid barren after her frightful miscarriage. Bushwalker was grateful for that not so small mercy, hiding well her slight disappointment at not bearing the daughter she so earnestly desired to replace her earlier loss. Toolmaker had grown into a fine adult despite his maleness. Though inheriting a measure of his sire's timidity, that prudence offset larger doses of his mother's derring-do and mulish determination. A combination of traits that gelled into a personality ideally suited to her successor.
'How's life at the top?’ Bushwalker asked of her son.
'It's much easier chipping rocks than shaping a troop,’ he said wryly. ‘I miss the old days.'
'You don't seem to be doing too badly,’ his dam observed.
A smirk crossed her wrinkled face. Toolmaker never wanted the chieftainship of Home-rock foisted on him. From an early age he displayed a propensity for pebble-toolmaking, a proficiency Bushwalker suspected may have rubbed off on him in the womb from the abnormal amount of time she spent in Rockshaper's workshop during her second pregnancy instilling in others her passion for tool usage. Her son would have happily lived out his days chiselling flint, but she had schemed grander plans for her talented boy.
It occurred to Bushwalker that the best way to avoid dispute and indecision over what individual would become next Upright chief after her death would be to name her inheritor before she died. And who better than her own son? He resisted the notion, throwing his mother's own stubbornness back in her face, but she wore him down until the middle-aged male eventually handed over the manufacture of the now widely used stone tools to the gruff female his nagging mother had selected that he train up to be his replacement as troop artisan. Toolmaker was made chieftain at the age of sixteen to popular acclaim. Bushwalker then naturally took a backseat to proudly let her son rule, though she was not above giving him advice on occasion whether he asked for her counsel or not. It was what he jokingly referred to as ‘motherly interference'. She countered that by threatening to tell everyone that he had meant to be born a girl, and invariably got her own way.
Bushwalker sighed contentedly. Under her chieftainship, the Home-rockers survived against the odds. With Toolmaker leading, they prospered. The hominins clumsily aped her use of Rockshaper's inventions with mixed results, despite her keenness to have her followers adopt her tool bearing ways. Toolmaker took her teachings a step further and led by example. He patiently educated his tribe, advocating creativity and freethinking, and in time the gracile troop followed suit by way of the upcoming generations. The young are always less resistant to new ideas than their stuck-in-the-mud elders. Encouragement of that change was merely an extension of his mother's farsightedness, which in turn stemmed from the imagination Rockshaper had possessed: the classic domino effect.
Life was not all sweetness and light. The Uprights continued to contend with drought, famine and disease, plus periodic Sabretooth predation, though the latter mercifully dwindled to infrequent cases of man-eating and not a repeat of the single-minded harassment performed by the incinerated panther. It did appear that Tsor mind habituation withered over time, but only Gurgon-Rha knew if it would completely wilt and dead lizard-men tell no tales. Births were up, though mortality remained at a predictably high percentage. The man-apes would not benefit from longevity for another million plus years yet.
There is always an exception to every rule and Bushwalker had thus far defied the law of averages to reach her thirties. She was the eldest gracile to have so far lived and wore it in her brittle bones. ‘How's my granddaughter? Family mattered greatly to the old-timer.
'Precocious as ever,’ answered her son.
'You should bring her up to visit me more often.'
'She wears you out too much, mother.'
'Nonsense, boy. Having the little tyke underfoot makes me feel less old.'
Toolmaker stifled a rejoinder. Why did each parent possess the ghastly knack of making their grown offspring feel like a babe in the woods? His only consolation was that one day his turn would come to reduce his own daughter from adult size into child with a well-timed word or phrase whenever she got too big for her feet.
'Bushclimber is quite the little organiser,’ he said. ‘I left her playing tag with her friends and she was insisting on being “it".'
'That's my girl,’ smiled Bushwalker. ‘She'll make quite a chieftainess, I warrant.'
Bushwalker persistently impressed upon her son the wisdom of making the leadership of Home-rock a hereditary affair. Keeping it in the family became the catchphrase of the new style of hominin rule bereft of the cumbersome Caverunner designation. It was just the latest improvement wrought by the ball of change Bushwalker's innovativeness set in motion.
Matters correspondingly altered on the culinary front. Common use of the pebble-tools allowed the Uprights to expand their dietary repertoire. They now regularly scavenged meat scraps from the kills of the larger predators and cracked the leftover bones with rock hammers to extract the fatty, nutritious marrow sealed inside, their escalating carnivorousness gaining them a firmer foothold on the evolutionary ladder. A high protein diet of meat would fuel the future enlargement of ancestral human brains, necessitating devouring even more flesh, which in turn expanded consciousness in a self-perpetuating cycle of cerebral growth. Red meat, not fish, is brain food.
Also on the plus side, the sharp-edged stones bestowed upon the weakling man-apes a measure of self-protection that was sorely lacking. Bushwalker's experimental use of flame sadly remained a once off. Fire would not be taken up again and put to proper use by her ever-changing descendants for thousands of generations yet. In time crude hearths would warm chill caves and ward off the dark of night for those striving to become Man. Theirs was a long and winding road to humanity with countless pitfalls begun by a former Thunderfoot sixty four million years earlier, but what an evolutional journey it was proving to be!
Bushwalker heaved a restless sigh, prompting Toolmaker to ask, ‘Why so sad, mother?'
'Thinking of absent friends.'
Toolmaker understood only too well. Because Windchaser died from sickness before his first birthday, he had grown close to his ‘Uncle’ Ditchjumper. Despite his fervent protests, the veteran male was promoted to Bushwalker's deputy to fill the gap Windchaser's passing left and fared surprisingly well in the role. Obviously his inherent flagging confidence had been restored by his act of heroism in braving the firestorm out on the veldt so as to save his gifted leader.
When he was older and wiser, Toolmaker suspected a more intimate side to their relationship. He did not mind. Ditchjumper was a fine fellow, right up until the time of his death from old age shortly after Toolmaker turned seven. His mother never looked at another male in that way again; a fact that tore at his heart more than hers. Loneliness habitually brings with it ultimate sadness.
But Toolmaker's relationship with Ditchjumper ran deeper than the surface bond between a foster son and his surrogate father. Despite Bushwalker's startling insistence that Treeclimber's essence had impregnated her anew, that her son was a reincarnation of her rascally former love, Toolmaker perceived that the scarred male was his true biological father. It was not a difficult realisation to come by. Ditchjumper never strayed far from her side, especially when darkness fell and night terrors sundered Bushwalker's slumber. Adamant she had been immaculately seeded by Treeclimber, his mother pointedly refused to hear otherwise, her outlandish claim undisputed even by Ditchjumper who worked hard to keep her erroneous belief from the rest of the troop. Uprights were unready to accept the notion of a spirit world. Making a fuss, maliciously branding her cuckoo, would have jeopardised the stability of the improved Home-rock leadership structure. Perpetuating this pretence for the sake of her sanity as much as the troop's confidence in her, Toolmaker nonetheless interacted with his adopted uncle in a sonly fashion, an unspoken concession he sensed Ditchjumper valued greatly for the scant years they shared together.
Tenderly grasping his mother's hand just as her lids were drooping, Toolmaker softly asked, ‘Tell me about my “father".'
She snapped awake to gaze at her son with loving eyes. ‘The storyteller himself wants a story.’ Glossing over the failings of her amorous sweetheart, Bushwalker began as she always did when melancholy gripped her boy and he yearned to hear about his legendary roots. ‘Your father climbed trees...'


EpilogueTrinil, Java Island, Indonesia, circa 900,000 years ago.
—
Catcher sniffed the elephant dung, inspecting afterwards the corresponding spoor farther along the muddy embankment. The steaming droppings were fresh like the tracks, no more than a few minutes old. A mother and calf had leisurely crossed the jungle waterway downstream. Tempting as hunting down pygmy elephants was, Catcher ignored the enticement. Hungering for monkey brains, he crept catlike into the surrounding bamboo forest in search of arboreal prey.
And in the nick of time. Moments later a monstrosity plodded fearlessly out of the waxy undergrowth, its flicking forked tongue testing the humid air for scents. A throwback to the reign of the long departed dinosaurs, twenty-four feet of monitor lizard judiciously considered what was more delectable on the jungle smorgasbord. Swivelling its bluntly snouted face in the direction Catcher was travelling in, the thousand pound reptile could have effortlessly put on a turn of astonishing speed and pinned its fellow predator against the obstructing foliage, making sushi out of the slighter beast using its wickedly recurved teeth and shredding claws. Opting for the meatier meal, the progenitor of the Komodo dragon slithered down the bank and into the dirty brown water, at home traversing earth or liquid. The monster fancied an elephantine snack!
Slipping through the woody stems with practiced ease, Catcher moved in a world of striped light and banded shadows. The tropical sun pressed ineffectually earthwards, filtered by the canopying rainforest into dapples mottling the detritus mouldering the jungle floor and turning the leafy woodland into a hothouse. Orchids bloomed on gargantuan tree trunks choked with creeping vines. This was a sweltering land of contrasts where giantism and dwarfism not only coexisted but overlapped. Elephants came in mini and jumbo-sized packages. Deer no bigger than terriers evaded wild dogs fiercer in pack mentality than wolves.
An immense squatting ape blocking his path impeded Catcher's progress. Coated from sagittal crest to ankles in unkempt orangey hair the hue and texture of an orang-utan's shaggy coat and smelling disgustingly like wet carpet, the giant's high crowned head was expressively gorilla-faced, wearing a look of distant curiosity. Barking warningly at Catcher, the inapproachable titan resumed ripping free a melon-like jackfruit from where it clustered on the parent trunk. Bashing open the forty pound green skinned husk against the ground with the ease of cracking an egg, he scooped out chunks of bulbous, yellow flesh and crammed them into his waiting mouth, savouring the banana flavoured treat. Predominantly a bamboo eater aping the giant panda on the Chinese mainland, the pot-bellied vegetarian found the huge tree-borne fruit a welcome supplement to an otherwise nutritionally bland diet.
Catcher made to go around the monster ape, giving it a suitably wide berth, when a snarl escaped his lips. Creeping at him from the side through the thick stalks slunk a rancorously eyed carnivore
The taste of cats to come, the bob-tailed feline prototyped the Sabretooth body plan familiar in Yowlar's day and birthplace. Leopard sized but camouflaged with a tiger's stripes to cunningly blend into the bamboo thickets, her elongated neck carried on from disproportionately long front legs down a sloping back ending in squat, muscular hindquarters. Hissing spitefully at the naked human having the cheek to growl at her, the she-cat laid her ears flat and showed off her medium-length canines to devastating effect. Mouth gaping wide, her natural stabbers—serrated like saw teeth—shimmered in the barred sunlight.
The woody shaft clutched in Catcher's hand seemed woefully inadequate pitted against a fanged cat and bullish ape. Sharpened into a razored stabbing point, the short bamboo spear was in fact deadlier than the handheld stone weaponry his migrating forebears transported out of Africa. Increasing the reach and thrusting power of the wielder, its inherent drawback was a lack of durability. Left untended, wooden tools quickly rotted away in this dank environment. But in a jungle where bamboo grew as profusely as weeds, replacement spears—alongside knives, needles, and a range of other imagined implements—could be cut and fashioned with ease. The scarcity of workable flint in this region forced the emigrant humans to adopt a comparable bamboo-based technology. Adaptation is the forte of the human species, and necessity the mother of all invention.
Haired with a mop of thick, black curls, Catcher was recognisably modern in looks and build. Adolescent in age, this maturing Java Man already stood tall at five and a half feet and, barring accidents or predation, would top out at six feet in height—twice the stature of his gracile ancestors. Possessing smaller teeth and the dwindling brow ridges destined to carry on through the Homo lineage before terminating in the thick-boned Neanderthals, in our eyes his anatomy was overpoweringly humanlike. Gone was the barrel-chested torso of his ape forebears. Perfectly bipedal, he was athletically built and sported the first truly human nose on a compressed face. Endowed with a bigger brain still only three-quarters the size of unsown descendants, he rationalised with greater intellectuality than any other hominin, although by modern standards his thought processes were rigid and sectioned, lacking the creative momentum that would one day see cave art flower and the first ritual burials performed.
But if Africa was the cradle of humankind, then Southeast Asia became its nursery. Catcher's direct ancestors poured out of the birth continent by way of North Africa, dispersing from the Sinai across India into southern and northern Asia, and on into parts of Europe in an astonishingly short time. Within a few hundred thousand years Man was colonising two continents, spreading inevitably across the globe in a generational exodus. Companion populations of Peking Man dwelt in China's bamboo forests, enacting a hunter-gatherer lifestyle mirroring that of their Javanese neighbours. Hominin ingenuity would in time extend to undertaking ocean crossings in perilously flimsy seacraft in order to people the Australian wilds with tribes of aboriginal humans. Virtually no corner of the planet would go uncharted by the exploratory super-primates.
But Catcher's concerns lay in the here and now. Beads of sweat cascading down his pale skin had less to do with the muggy heat and more with the fear trembling his skinny arms and legs. Absently wishing that he had not arrogantly gone off hunting without his older brothers Hunter and Stalker was a pointless waste of precious thought. Wanting only to emulate their prowess, and in doing so prove to his overprotective mother that he was no longer a boy confined to catching spiders or rooting out grubs, seemed the height of foolishness now. He would welcome her admonishment if he could get out of this stalemate alive and return to the riverside cave his tribe was housed in.
Curt animal noises impinged upon his already stressed nerves. There appeared to be a hissing and hooting contest between cat and ape. Catcher frowned at the incomprehensible exchange. Losing the ability to converse in the lingo of the wild creatures was a corollary of Man's snowballing smartness. In the course of human evolution, the advancing apes developed the physiology for improved verbalisation. Incapable of fully articulating all the sounds of modern human speech, Catcher's people communicated much like toddlers speak. Possessing a limited vocabulary based intrinsically on nouns, abstract thought conveyed by verbs and adjectives remained beyond them. But stringing together four or five word sentences dumbed down by a lack of syntax was a huge step up from bestial grunts and growls. The downside to pursuing spoken language was that Man no longer talked to the animals. At least not yet. In future times, humans would teach sign language to captive great apes in an effort to recapture that lost gift, seeking other earthly intelligences to converse with to assuage our intellectual aloneness.
Dropping into a crouch, grasping his spear tighter, Catcher read the tenseness in the body language of the unintelligible creatures.
'Touch the manling and I will beat you to a pulp,’ avowed the monstrous primate.
'Go back to feasting on tree dung and mind your own business, you big ape,’ the cat growled back, directing her calculating eyes on to the teenaged human. ‘No beast comes between a Sabretooth and her prey.'
'Guess I'll be the first.'
Catcher flinched and rose, poised to flee when ten feet of ape came imposingly up off his haunches and pounded his bodybuilder chest with the cupped palms of his huge hands. Three times more massive than a modern gorilla, he was the ultimate bouncer.
'What is the Upright to you?’ the cat snarled worryingly, her hesitancy to act clear from the way she awkwardly lifted a forepaw, unsure if she should proceed. The standing ape was uncomfortably reminiscent of an erect bear.
A brain steeped in simian memories measured the human boy through placid eyes. ‘Kinsman,’ hooted the Gigant. ‘He is kindred.'
Hissing at the disparate primates, the solitary cat slammed her paw down and spat, ‘Prides are so overrated,’ before turning tail and sauntering away. Perhaps it was time to strike Uprights from the Sabretooth menu.
Too confounded by the clawfoot's unexpected retreat to feel relief, Catcher pointed after the departing feline and uttered amazedly, 'Yuma nohn! Siorm yirta naj shuu. Siorm yirta kem shuu. Vati yabo. Vati elmar. ‘ ('Enemy home. Stop hunt man meat. Stop hunt I meat. You good. You friend.')
Impossible as the language barrier was to overcome, the Gigant comprehended from inferable gesture and tones the tinier primate's thanks. Responding with a sharp bark and accompanying head nod, the hulking silverback dropped to all fours and fist-walked off into the steamy greenery. The selective hand of evolution would eventually relegate this peaceable colossus to the fossil record only, but his descendants would live on. Adventuresome individuals crossing the land bridge periodically connecting the Eurasian landmass with the Americas would further evolve into truly gigantic walkers that the Paleo-Indians of the northwest would come to call Sasquatch, later being popularly named Bigfoot.
Awed by the encounter, Catcher's arms fell to his sides as he watched the stately ape leave, exuding a graceful might. Fearing that his protector's withdrawal would induce the cat's return, the young man hurried back the way he had come, treading his own pathway to evolutional destiny.


Author's NoteEducated guesswork.
That, in a nutshell, rather succinctly sums up paleoanthropology—the study of early human fossils. Granted, you can construe an awful lot from even a partial skeleton excavated from million-year old rock; the height, weight, and physical appearance of the long dead owner of those bones, plus likely diet indicated by dentition (that is the shape of the teeth) and even probable age. However, we must enter the murky realm of conjecture when considering the cultural aspects of ancestral man.
How did toolmaking and use come about? When did abstract thinking i.e. planning the manufacture and shape of tools in advance, enter hominoid development. What responses to selection pressures influenced the process of human evolution? Which of our forebears undertook the first crucial use of fire? Why did spiritualism arise in a naturalistic world?
Without too much doubt Australopithecus afrarensis, the grandiose Latin name for the progenitor ‘Upright', is widely regarded as being the ancestor of subsequent Australopithecine ('southern ape') and Paranthropus ('near man') strains, as well as the Homo genus which led directly to us, Homo sapiens sapiens. More simply put, Australopiths make up the trunk of the human tree of which we form the crown. That pivotal position made them excellent candidates to be the core of the ‘human’ side of my tale.
Evidence credits a direct descendant, Homo habilis ('handy man'), with a crucial leap in human conceptualism: rudimentary toolmaking. Man-apes certainly made use of unmodified tools found at hand in the wild in much the same way chimpanzees do so today: a broken stick or bone used as a makeshift club or skewer, throwing stones for pelting other animals, a folded leaf employed as a makeshift drinking cup. Clapping together two stones to haphazardly produce a usable shape might not seem like a big step forward, but such hammering required basic forethought. And that was a significant breakthrough in the development of cognition. Crudely knapped stone choppers would jumpstart the brain and result in increasing inventiveness that would ultimately lead to computers and spaceflight.
And this is where the controversy begins.
H. habilis is by no means a clear-cut member of the true-blue human club. Despite a scattered number of important finds, its classification in the Homo genus is ambiguous at best. In the interest of better storytelling and my own personal belief, I subscribe to the school of scientific thought that advocates this species be redefined due to its apish short legs and long arms as Australopithecus habilis. While definitely on the road to humanity, A. habilis is still stuck in the gravel and not yet up on the tarseal with us.
The human fossil record remains frustratingly incomplete, poorly understood, and publicly open to interpretation. Therein lies the beauty of conjecture. Anything is conceivable. Physical proof gives us the foundation of knowledge, while the imagination provides the theories that fuel healthy debate.
For example, there is a popular movement within the anthropological scientific community to quantify anew what indeed defines humanity. This hotly contested definition rests not on a classification or even a word, but a simple letter. The phrase hominid, long associated with describing the lineage of Man, is set to be reapplied to the great apes—gorillas, chimpanzees, and orang-utans—and their antecedents. Hominin will be ascribed to modern and extinct humans, not to mention our immediate ancestors, incorporating the genera Homo, Australopithecus, and Paranthropus. Not all the experts and laypeople agree, creating a ruckus in academic circles. Who knew changing a d to an n would prove to be such a bone of contention?
Labelling the robust Uprights as Paranthropus instead of Australopithecine is just as controversial. Now that's another topic begging deliberation.
I hope I have given you food for thought. Bon appetite.
GlossaryAcheulean (a-shool-ian)
Stone tool culture prevalent 1.2 million to 500,000 years ago consisting of pointed hand axes and cleavers. Named for the place in France where they were originally found. Associated with Homo erectus.
Asphalt Stork
Alternate name for the La Brea Stork (Ciconia maltha).
Australopithecine (ostra-lo-pithi-sin)
Fossil primate genus found in Plio-Pleistocene African deposits exhibiting ape and humanlike characteristics.
Barrier Range
The steep volcanic hills walling the northwest side of the rift valley Firewind Veldt is sited in.
Beringia (bair-rin-jee-ah)
1,000-mile wide tundra plain between Siberia and Alaska, bridging the American and Asian continents over four glaciations during the Pleistocene epoch when ice lowered the ocean levels to expose submerged land. Called also the Bering Strait land bridge. See Paleo-Indians.
Berranian
Technologically advanced race of spacefaring humans; native of Berran, a lifeless Neptune-sized planet orbiting a dead star four light years distance from Earth in the Cygnus Constellation.
Blackmud Mire
Tar pits occupying southwest corner of Scrubland Domain. Frequent place of entrapment for unwary herbivores and careless predators. See Rancho La Brea.
Bison
North American bovid species. Specifically refers to the Pleistocene Bison antiquus ('Ancient Bison'), the direct ancestor of modern day subspecies. Ranged from southern Canada to Mexico. Abundant until displaced by modern bison 8,000 years ago. Hunted by Paleo-Indians.
Bonecruncher
Colloquial name for the African Spotted hyena. Applies also to the only North American hyena species, Chasmaporthetes ossifragus.
Cenozoic era (seen-a-zo-ik-'recent life')
The geological era following the Mesozoic era, the Age of Reptiles, from 65 million years ago to the present day. Subdivided into the Tertiary and Quaternary periods. Misconstrued as the Age of Mammals, wherein fact birds and flowering plants evolved and flourished alongside mammalian species. Also notable for the drifting continents settling into modern outlines and positions.
Clawfoot
Generic colloquialism for African big cats, notably the lion and cheetah but later expanded to include the newly introduced Dinofelis.
Curvehorn
Colloquial name for Pelorovis antiquus, the giant, long-horned African buffalo. Anatomically similar to the modern Cape Buffalo, but longer-legged and suited more to open, grassland living. Lived in southern, eastern and northern parts of the continent two million to 6,000 years ago.
Deathwing
Colloquial name for Pleistocene condor-like raptors. Geographically refers to Teratornis merriami ('Merriam's Teratorn'), giant North American predatory vulture with a 14 ft wingspan that existed in California, Nevada, Arizona and Florida up to 10,000 years ago.
Dwarf Pronghorn
Superficially resembling modern pronghorn species, Capromeryx minor was much smaller: 2 ft tall at the shoulder and weighing a paltry 22 lbs. Fossils found in California, Texas and Dakota.
Escarpment, The
3,000 ft high cliffs that drop precipitously away from the savannah plateau to the endless dune fields of Wastesand.
Experimental Weapons Agency
Tsor armaments factory credited with inventing and perfecting—among other wartime devices—a matter conversion, beam riding transportation system plus navigable time travel. Suffice to say these engineering milestones died with the annihilated reptiloids.
Firewind Veldt
East African savannah epitomised by a sward of grasses, acacia trees, and seasonal bushfires.
Fleetfoot
Colloquial name for the North American Western Horse (Equus occidentalis). Resembled but unrelated to the modern zebra. Distributed across the United States, this equine died out in its evolutionary birthplace 11,000 years ago. Horses did not reappear until the Spanish conquistadors made landfall in the sixteenth century. See Striper.
Fusard bomb
Teleported Tsor thermonuclear device responsible for exploding the Berranian FIRE lab and creating the asteroidal fragment that impacted Late Cretaceous Earth, effectively ending the reign of the dinosaurs and destroying the Tsor evolutional nursery.
Gigant
Shortened scientific classification for Gigantopithecus blacki, a species of giant ape. 9-10 ft tall; 600-1,200 lbs weight. Native to southern Asia thirteen million to 500,000 years ago.
Giraffalope
Colloquial name for Sivatherium maurusium. A relative of the giraffe and okapi, this short-necked animal resembled a large, heavily built antelope. 6 ft tall at the shoulder; horns 2 ft high; weighed 580 lbs. Died out one million years ago.
Greenshadow
Lowland jungle foresting the misted bottom slopes of Firewind Veldt's sole mountain. Rumoured to be sentient and carnivorous thanks to the resident chimpanzee troop. See Whitetop.
Greylings
Elder race of extraterrestrials; official caretakers of the universe; their former homeworld, long since irradiated by the fires of nuclear war, is sited in the Bootes Constellation.
Grunter
Colloquial name for animals pig-like in appearance and behaviour. Geographically refers to the bush pig (Kolpochoerus paiceae) and giant warthog (Metridiochoerus andrewsi) of East Africa that went extinct 500,000 years ago and the two North American Pleistocene peccaries: the Flat-head Peccary (Platygonus compressus) and Long-nosed Peccary (Mylohus nasutus). Both peccary species lived in the Midwestern United States up to 10,000 years ago.
Hexaprotodon sivalensis
Scientific classification for the Plio-Pleistocene hippopotamus of India and Pakistan characterised by possessing six incisor teeth.
Hideaway Thicket
Northern forested area of Scrubland Domain treed with a mixture of familiar deciduous and evergreens.
Home-rock
103 ft high natural rock formation providing habitable grottos for the local gracile Uprights in the northwest corner of Firewind Veldt. See Scraggly Bush.
Hominin
The debatable retitling of the hominid phrase describing modern and extinct human species, including Homo, Australopithecus and Paranthropus.
Homo erectus ('erect man')
Early human species credited with the first use of fire 300,000 years ago and the first evidence of coordinated hunting. The first hominin to migrate outside of East and South Africa, reaching China, England, Indonesia, Romania, Russia, and Spain. Lasted 2 millions years as a species, dying out only 50,000 years ago.
Honker
Colloquial name for Pleistocene waterfowl, specifically the North American Graceful Pygmy Goose (Anabernicula gracilenta).
Hookbeak
Colloquial name for carrion birds. Refers to the various species of East African vultures and the Pleistocene Western Vulture (Coragyps occidentalis) of the American Midwest.
Howler
Colloquial name for Canus dirus ('the dire wolf'). 5 ft 6 in long. Closely related to modern timber wolves. Found in Pleistocene America from southern Alberta to Peru. More than 1,600 fossils are preserved in the Rancho La Brea tar pits, California. Anatomically differed from living wolves by having larger skull and teeth, stronger jaws and shorter legs. Also describes the smaller, cousinly coyote and jackal.
Large-headed Llama
The robustly built Hemiauchenia macrocephala stood 6 ft at the shoulder and enjoyed a mixed diet involving both browsing and grazing.
Longleg
Colloquial name for the single-humped dromedary.
Lumpback
Colloquial name for camels. Geographically refers to the Western Camel (Camelops hesternus) abundant in the western United States, southwest Canada, and Central Mexico up to 10,000 years ago. Hunted by Paleo-Indians.
Marshy Green
The swampland situated in the northwest corner of Scrubland Domain twenty-four miles distant from Sunning Rock.
Melanism
Dark colouration of skin, hair, fur, or feathers.
Murky Watering
Twenty-five miles east of Home-rock, this waterhole is the chief source of freshwater in the immediate vicinity. Initially formed by rainwater filling a crater, it is supplemented by a tributary meandering from a larger, unnamed river to the north.
Nosehorn
Colloquial name for the Black or White rhinoceros.
Oldowan
Early stone tool culture appearing 2.4 million years ago characterised by crudely made cutting and chopping implements. Named for the Olduvai site in Tanzania where they were first discovered. First associated with A. habilis.
Oresh, The
Tsor warrior faction renowned for daring wartime exploits reliant more on luck than good military planning.
Outer Range
The vast prairie beyond Sentry Hills. Grazed by bison, horse, pronghorn, and camel. The preferred hunting ground of the American lion.
Paleo-Indians
First Native Americans, who crossed the Bering Strait land bridge from Asia into North America to hunt 15,000—8,000 years ago. See Beringia.
Pleistocene epoch (plis-toh-seen)
Earth time period 1.7 million to 10,000 years ago. Beginning of the Quaternary period and followed by the Holocene epoch. See Cenozoic era.
Pliocene (plio-seen)
Last epoch of the Tertiary period 5.3 million to 1.7 million years ago.
Rancho La Brea
Los Angeles region where crude oil has seeped out of ground fissures for the last 40,000 years in 100 asphalt pits. Yielded one million fossil bones representing the myriad of American Pleistocene species depicted in this book.
Raptor
Bird of prey. Specifically describes the Pleistocene Woodward's Eagle (Amplibuteo woodward).
Reptiloid
Original Berranian designation for a member of the Tsor race; an amalgamation of the words reptile and humanoid to denote their upright, saurian stance.
Roarer
Colloquial name for lions. Geographically refers to the American Lion (Panthera leo atrox) subspecies that ranged from Alaska to Peru before becoming extinct 10,000 years ago. Hunted by Paleo-Indians. Also describes the African lion.
Sabretooth
Generic name for the Sabretooth cats. Specifically refers to:
+ The North American species Smilodon (smy-loh-don: ‘knife tooth') fatalis that lived up to 11,000 years ago. Over 4,000 fossilised skeletons have been uncovered in Rancho La Brea.
+ Dinofelis (dy-noh-fee-less: ‘terrible cat') of east (D. barlowi) and south (D. piveteaui) Africa. Lived five to 1.5 million years ago. This prehistoric leopard was the likely ancestor of Homotherium.
+ The scimitar-toothed cat Homotherium latidens, existing in Africa, Eurasia and North America three million to 500,000 years ago.
Scraggly Bush
Acacia bushland surrounding Home-rock.
Screecher
Colloquial name for the vervet monkey.
Scrubland Domain
Flatland region littered with boulders. Thirty miles wide, forty-eight miles long, this basin encompasses fringe habitats as diverse as fen and forest.
Sentry Hills
The range of low, barren hills forming the northern border of Scrubland Domain.
Shaggyhump
Colloquial name for the giant Ground Sloths of the Pleistocene, generically known as Megatherium, that spread north from South America into southern North America. Of the four species, two are found in Rancho La Brea deposits: Harlan's Ground Sloth (Paramylodon harlani) and the smaller, less common Shasta's Ground Sloth (Norotheriops shastensis). The entire genus went extinct 9,400 years ago.
Shrub Ox
Common name for Euceratherium collinum. Three-quarters the size of modern bison, this foothills grazer roamed from northern California to Mexico, dying out only 8,000 years ago.
Sky-bull
Curvehorn colloquialism for the maker of thunder. Lightning are its horns and rain its urine.
Sky-bushes
Sabretooth colloquialism for clouds.
Speeder
Colloquial name for the mid-Pleistocene cheetah Acinonyx intermedius. Larger than the modern species, this cat was found in Africa and the Far East. Applicable also to the North American cheetah species Miracinonxy inexpectatus and M. trumani that died out one million years ago.
Squaremuzzle
Colloquial name for the giant Plio-Pleistocene baboon Theropithecus oswaldi. Lived four million to 400,000 years ago in eastern and southern Africa, not to mention Spain and India. Refers also to Dinopithecus ingens, a large tree-dwelling baboon that existed 1.5 million years ago.
Stag-moose
Common name for Cervacles scotti. Had the physical appearance of a spindly-legged moose bearing a slender elk-like face helmeted with multipart palmated antlers. Lived like modern moose, preferring wetlands. Distributed throughout midwestern United States. Extinct 10,000 years ago.
Stripeback
Colloquial name for skunks. Geographically refers to the Short-faced Skunk (Brachyprotoma obtusata) of Pleistocene North America that was similar in form to the living Spotted Skunk. Also describes its African equivalent, the zorilla.
Striper
Colloquial name for the Cape Zebra (Equus capensis). Larger than the modern plains zebra, it died out 12,000 years ago.
Sunning Rock
50 ft high slab of weather-beaten rock in the southeast corner of Scrubland Domain. Favoured by the Sabretooth pride for sunbathing and as a vantage point.
Taker
Colloquial name for the Short-faced Bear (Arctodus simus). Larger even than the polar bear. Predominantly carnivorous, unlike omnivorous modern bears. Widespread from Alaska to Mexico. Extinct 12,500 years ago.
Tapir
The Plio-Pleistocene California Tapir (Tapirus californicus), the only representative of the tapir genus on the North American continent, did not survive into modern times.
Thunderfoot—Alamosaurus (alla-m0-sawross: ‘Alamo lizard')
Typical member of the titanosaurid (gigantic lizard') subgroup that was one of the last sauropod genuses to evolve before the mass Cretaceous extinction.
Tsor
Warrior race of saurian humanoids originating in the Draco (Dragon) Constellation who waged interplanetary war with Berran, precipitating the downfall of both worlds.
Turkey
The Late Pleistocene California Turkey (Meleagris californica) died out 10,000 years ago.
Tusker
Colloquial name for species of Proboscidea—the trunked animals. Geographically refers to Reck's Elephant (Elephas recki) of Africa [extinct 11,000 years ago] and two Pleistocene species on the American continent: the American Mastodon (Mammut americanum) [extinct 9,000 years ago] and the huger Columbian Mammoth (Mammuthus columbi) [extinct 12,000 years ago]. Refers also to the dwarfed variant of Stegodon once found on Javanese islands.
Uprights
Colloquial name for hominins, the walking apes that led to our Homo genus. Divided into two distinct subtypes: the graciles (four species) and the robusts (three species). This story deals with the latter as Paranthropus boisei. The former is described as the contestable Australopithecine habilis.
Whitetop
Extinct, double-peaked volcanic cone capped with perennial snow and shoed with jungle adjacent to Wastesand. Erosion shaved 300 ft off the top of its 14,000 ft majesty.
Wastesand
Inhospitable desertland twenty miles due south of Home-rock across Firewind Veldt as the hornbill flies.
Watersnout
Specifically describes the extinct, slender-snouted, long-toothed African crocodile Euthecodon brumpti; Murky Watering's resident and partially clairvoyant croc belongs to this species.
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